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Abstract
Denis Ryan Lafferty
MIDDLE SCHOOL TEACHER METHODS FOR CULTIVATNG STUDENT
AUTONOMY: A PLC CASE STUDY DURING COVID-19
2021-2022
Carol Thompson, Ph.D.
Doctor of Education
The purpose of this PLC-informed qualitative interview case study was to explore
middle school teacher methods for cultivating student autonomy and the rationale behind
their instructional choices. Here, student autonomy was defined as learners taking
ownership of their academic performance and scholastic responsibilities (Holec, 1981).
The unforeseen emergence of COVID-19 impacted the format of this study and provided
a rare opportunity for a six-week, nine-member professional learning community (PLC)
focusing on the topic of student autonomy. A survey questionnaire, PLC transcripts, and
30-minute semi-structured qualitative exit interviews underwent thematic coding analysis
to place teacher responses in the context of predominant voices found in academia today.
Themes are examined from a leadership perspective, through the social justice lens of
critical pedagogy (Freire, 1970; Giroux, 2011; McLaren, 2015). This study evolved to
capture the teachers’ lived experiences during the pandemic in order to gain their
perspectives on how autonomy shifted along with the traditional means of instruction
during this time of seismic change. Discussed are themes of performativity, teacher
authenticity, social and emotional learning (SEL), PLCs as professional development
(PD), motivation, constructivism, adaptive expertise, and metacognition, along with
several others, nesting teachers’ practical experience in the rich context of pedagogical
theory, specifically when navigating new roles in remote and hybrid instruction.
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Chapter 1
Introduction
Many look back upon their middle school days in horror. Promotion from the
elementary setting to the middle school environment is perhaps one of the most crucial
transition periods for students and it can also be the most difficult. The raised
expectations extend well beyond the coursework and classroom rigor. New obstacles of
added independence, increased workload, and the even more sophisticated challenges of
self-drive and time management emerge as the student grows from childhood into early
adolescence. These new expectations become part of the very foundation for student
success at this transitional level. Not only are these demands more challenging, this
newly found independence in itself can be overwhelming for students at this age.
In seventh grade (and beyond) the students start to become more directly
responsible for their own academic performance and begin to take on ownership of the
actual execution of their individual responsibilities, otherwise termed here, student
autonomy. To compound this complexity, today’s middle school students are immersed
in a climate that is more linguistically, ethnically, culturally, and economically diverse
than ever (Alley, 2019). Simply “fitting in” at school can be a challenge all its own. It is
no big secret that the preteen-to-teenager transition is a socially developmental time best
likened to a minefield, rather than a schoolyard. This crucial element of student
independence, this autonomy, is far less examined in research, especially in this age
group. This study attempts to add another voice to the next chapter of that conversation.
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Why Student Autonomy in Middle School?
It was through a previous exploration of teacher sentiment during my research
methods coursework, that I came to understand the value that several of my colleagues
placed on student autonomy at this level; so often a topic at the lunchroom table in the
faculty room. I’d noticed that teachers’ conversations would regularly circle back to what
they called, “middle school level expectations,” or “the way things are done here [in
middle school].” In the staff room there was constant praise for the kids who were selfdriven and lamentations of frustration for those who failed to take on the expected, ageappropriate responsibilities that many of their peers seemed to adopt readily. I wanted to
better understand what exactly was meant by these “middle school” ways of learning and
although I felt that I knew exactly what they meant at the time, I could not put it into
concrete words with any real, specific, academic significance. Were they talking about
self-regulation? Did they mean adaptive expertise, locus of control, or any number of
phenomena that pervade academic research at this level? Of this, I was uncertain.
One thing was perfectly clear, however, student autonomy was highly desirable
according to my colleagues in the staff room and research appears to support this.
McElhaney and others (McElhaney, Allen, Stephenson & Hare, 2009) contend that
encouraging student autonomy in the classroom may very well be the most salient
developmental context for adolescent growth. I wished to learn how teachers fostered
such autonomy and cultivated these traits within the walls of their classrooms. Through
initial discussions, surveys, and qualitative interviews (that are not a part of this study) I
grew to understand that teachers used various instructional, social, and motivational
techniques in order to develop and promote student autonomy. Each educator seemed to
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have a personal repertoire, a bag of tricks so to speak, used to develop self-driven
learners and I aimed to find out specifically what those strategies were and how they had
come to be used in the middle school environment.
Research in a Time of Pandemic
While in the process of planning this research, drastic and devastating changes
swept across the nation and indeed the world at large. Since the initial conception of this
study, the novel coronavirus, COVID-19, pandemic impacted the way that schools
functioned at the most basic level. The concept of student autonomy was thrust into the
spotlight in a climate where learning shifted almost entirely to a student-driven
independent experience. During this crisis of remote instruction and isolation, autonomy
became a cornerstone for at-home learning. All of America was holding its breath,
waiting for any news of a treatment or cure while socially distant students and teachers
alike pushed on into the uncharted waters of distance and hybrid learning.
In March of 2020, teachers were given less than a week’s notice to re-imagine the
way they would lead instruction through distance learning. Gone were the physical
classroom resources, the in-person camaraderie, and social engagement of in-person
instruction. Students at every grade level were nearly exclusively online learners. After a
summer of planning and retooling, the first months of the fall 2020 semester began and so
much had changed since those early days of the outbreak. Teachers in this district were
teaching both virtual and hybrid lessons from their classrooms at that time, wearing
masks and other articles of personal protective equipment (PPE). Even the length of the
school day was changed to a modified bell schedule.
The district featured in this study returned to full time instruction by the
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beginning of the 2021-2022 school year with all students attending for full day sessions,
in person, and with no virtual component whatsoever. In the meantime, measures like
social distancing, contact tracing, and masking, were the go-to strategies to help bring all
teachers and students back into the building. Breakthroughs in vaccinations and increased
availability of reliable testing were instrumental in getting everyone back into the
physical instructional setting. Despite the slow return to something resembling normalcy,
the struggles of the past two years have been eye opening to say the least.
The impact of the pandemic on academia could not be ignored. This was a rare
opportunity to examine teachers’ choices and rationale under the unique conditions of
such large-scale change in the public school system. My interviews and survey tools were
quickly modified to include questions designed to capture teachers’ impressions and their
strategies in use during this time when forming a professional learning community
(PLC). This group of nine middle school teachers met virtually for hour-long sessions
once a week for six consecutive weeks during the 2020-2021 school year. In those
meetings, we discussed the teachers’ perceptions regarding student autonomy, as it
existed under traditional circumstances, and how it had been impacted by the change to
distance and hybrid learning across the curriculum. The pandemic has revealed cracks
within the public education system in the same way that it has exposed those in the
healthcare system and various other institutions, all of which had been put to the test
under such colossal pressure.

4

Shifts in Instructional Format
Remote Instruction, Hybrid, and Back to Brick and Mortar
As the first steps toward reintegration began, this school looked to teachers,
parents, and administrators, forming committees intended to imagine what returning to
school might look like in the mid to post-pandemic era. At the time, plans called for
instruction with cohorts splitting the regular bell schedule by dividing the morning and
afternoon classes into separate days and extending class periods to a full hour duration
(from what were originally 45-minute sessions) with an online only cohort exclusively
working from home. The students in this separate cohort may have been at risk, either
immunocompromised, had social anxieties, or medical comorbidities. Some simply had
parents that felt it was still unsafe for their child to return to a public setting. No matter
the reasoning behind the families’ choice in format, the changes were real and the unique
opportunity to examine the role of student autonomy during the pandemic offered a rare
chance to explore a silver lining in such uncertain times.
The 2020-2021 school year began entirely by remote instruction with the faculty
returning to the school campus to teach from their classroom computers in isolation from
other staff members. There were daily health screenings where all employees (and
eventually all students) were directed to add a wellness app to their smart phones. They
would use these to complete a three or four item questionnaire regarding likely exposure
risk and possible symptoms. Once completed, this application generated an
individualized QR code that expired after 24 hours. Every morning faculty members were
required to scan this unique code on a digital kiosk at the entrance to the building. The
kiosk unit included a camera, a video screen, and a laser thermometer. This device
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captured their photo, when scanning the code linked to their wellness survey for that day
and took a real-time reading of each individual’s wrist temperature (using a laser
thermometer that painted a red crosshair on their wrists) in order to check for possible
signs of fever. Such a routine would have seemed bizarre and invasive only a few months
prior, resembling something torn from the pages of a science fiction pulp magazine, yet
now it was merely an everyday inconvenience. Having so many moving parts in the
screening process delayed the teachers’ entry into their classrooms first thing on a busy
morning and adding just a little more stress to an already stressful day. I make light of the
experience here for effect, since humor has been a sustaining force in coping through
such hardship as the following pages will describe.
After the first few weeks of remote instruction, the school board convened and
determined there would be rotating cohorts comprised of a quarter of each class. Stepping
up the in-person attendance by an additional quarter in two-week intervals. After that, the
schedule was modified again and content teams revised traditional plans to accommodate
two hours of class work and instruction per course, per week. In hopeful anticipation of
returning to normalcy, student schedules were based on the traditional year with 8 classes
scheduled per day. Traditionally, these class periods were only 45 minutes long.
The remote/ hybrid format chunked the traditional schedule into two-days of
instruction extending the class periods to a full hour. The first four classes (traditionally
morning classes) took place on Mondays and Thursdays and the second portion
(traditionally the afternoon classes) met on Tuesdays and Fridays. There was a “flex day”
on Wednesdays where students logged on to each of their classes for a half-hour
(following a traditional half-day/ early dismissal schedule). This offered students a
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chance to catch up on the work or ask questions and seek extra help. Student paced/
asynchronous “On demand,” activities were posted on flex days along with videos
intended to reinforce the content introduced in class that week. Teachers were asked to
take attendance and stayed logged on for each session without introducing anything new.
For students, the instructional portion of school days, when live instruction took
place, lasted from 7:30 in the morning until 12:05 in the afternoon giving the teachers
more time to respond to student questions and prepare lesson materials for the next day in
the afternoon and offered time for the students to work on their assignments
independently. This served as the format for nearly the entire 2020-2021 school year with
the district removing the Wednesday flex day for the last five weeks of the fourth quarter.
In the absence of the Wednesday schedule, the classes then rotated the “A Day” (morning
classes that originally met on Mondays and Thursdays) and “B Day” schedules
(afternoon classes that originally met on Tuesdays and Fridays) on an alternating basis.
Such a change meant that students could no longer plan for “always having math on
Mondays” since every other week, the schedule would be the opposite of that which they
had already become familiar. If it sounds confusing here, one can only imagine the realworld struggle of introducing and implementing such complex schedules within the
community (specifically explaining them to one hundred plus twelve year olds and their
frightened, tired parents). The district remained poised with several contingency plans
since wave after wave of infection rates spiked as the days ticked by.
The teachers were told that the schedule and format were subject to change at a
moment’s notice with district administration advising them to plan for a possible shift to
total remote instruction at any time with the threat of constant spikes and new, more-
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virulent variants emerging. For brief periods the district began offering some teachers the
choice to work from home to test out the viability of moving all instruction back into the
teachers’ homes via the Internet. This threat became quite real when, in the first four days
of the faculty returning, a teacher was sent home with a confirmed case of the virus.
Despite the uneasy atmosphere, I still sought to uncover how teachers fostered
student autonomy under traditional circumstances, but now I wished to make the most of
this rare opportunity to explore which methods they were using to cultivate autonomous
learners even when learning took place outside of the classroom. I wished to examine
what the teachers were doing and why they selected the specific methods used during this
time. It was my aim to bring their experiences and strategies to a wider audience of
colleagues and academics, to offer a means of reflection, to inform future educators who
might face similar unforeseen circumstances in the years to come.
The Format of Teaching in Pandemic Changed Each Year. Much had changed
since that panicked March weekend back in 2020 when teachers first drafted emergency
plans on a day’s notice. At that time, the classroom teachers had the benefit of students
enculturated with a repertoire of routines and procedures. They had spent nearly three
marking periods establishing individual teacher expectations and building a personal
rapport with students. The following school year brought a fresh crop of incoming
seventh graders, some of whom would never meet their teachers in person. The
graduating class of 2026 would be facing a climate unlike any that had come before. The
seventh graders that followed on their heels (the class of 2027) were also facing a
challenge. They were entering middle school when many had not been inside a classroom
since midway through fifth grade. Everything would be different for them as they began
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the 2021-2022 school year. They returned to in-person instruction with a traditional bell
schedule and even hallway lockers, an almost unimaginable reality just one-year prior.
Students saw a different kind of school day as they returned that fall: socially distant
peers, masked teachers, and Chromebooks for every student. In the wake of such seismic
shifts in educational format, it seems clear that elements of hybrid and online instruction
will remain part of the teaching repertoire no matter what the future holds after the
pandemic.
Overview
This chapter was crafted to articulate the main positions and problems associated
with the topic of student autonomy. First I will give a brief overview of the current
academic discourse surrounding the subject as it was applied in this qualitative case
study, offering overall context and a general background for the more-detailed discussion
to follow in subsequent chapters. Next, I broadly introduce current trends in relevant
literature as an entrée to the more fulsome discussion in Chapter two’s review of the
literature, establishing a general theoretical framework for this study with the purpose of
forming a clear rationale for analysis and identifying areas for further investigation.
I begin here with an overview of the literature and the current academic
discussion surrounding student autonomy. These major voices and seminal works are
instrumental in understanding the state of theory and practice as published in scholarly
research. Subsequent sections explore the desired research questions and methods on a
more granular level. Here I will generally introduce the key points of the study: sample
size, demographics, means of data collection, and the theoretical framework for analysis
followed by a brief discussion summarizing how the integration of the literature review
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and research questions inform the overall process. Each of these areas will be explored in
far greater detail in the subsequent chapters to follow.
Terms
The following terms will be used frequently throughout the study. Since so many
of these have multiple interpretations, I have offered general definitions and limited
context as I intend their usage and meaning. I have attached specific meaning to
individual terms to reduce the amount of jargon or “Edu-speak” that can so easily flood
the page when describing topics in education.
Constructivism – Teaching method where students “construct” personal meaning
through hands-on engagement (Vygotsky, 1978). Associated frequently with autonomysupportive classrooms.
Critical pedagogy – Teaching theory seeking to challenge practices and polices
established by a dominant culture in terms of access and equity for marginalized
populations within an organization (Freire, 1970 & Giroux, 2011).
Metacognition – An awareness or separate mindfulness of how we think,
including the specific processes of the brain (Flavell, 1979).
Self-Determination Theory (SDT) – A micro theory that explores student
motivation through the lens of three essential needs: autonomy, competence, and
relatedness (Deci & Ryan, 1985).
Self-Regulation Theory (SRT) – A social cognitive theory from the psychological
field that describes human behavior as motivated and controlled by self-influence. It
breaks this influence down into components: self-monitoring, judgment, and affective
self-reaction (Bandura, 1991).
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Student Autonomy – Student ownership of scholastic responsibility and academic
performance (Holec, 1981).
Trends in Relevant Literature
This initial introduction to the relevant trends in published literature will include
the prevailing concepts at work within the academic dialogue as it pertains to the topic of
student autonomy. Many of these concepts have become foundational elements within the
twenty-first century classroom and are germane to the understanding of how such
autonomy is situated within modern pedagogical concepts. Although I will not dive too
deeply into the granular details here, I simply seek to touch upon the major relevant
points of the larger theories at play to add context to themes as they emerge from teacher
interviews, surveys, and artifacts presented in the PLC sessions.
The academic discussion regarding student autonomy continually connects to
teaching theories tied to student independence and self-driven learning. The major
theories at work in this conversation are grounded mainly in constructivism, a sizable
chunk of the bedrock in modern teaching philosophy thanks to the student-centered
nature of constructivist methods. I will also include Vygotsky’s (1978) socio-cultural
theory of cognitive development, his work on the zone of proximal development (ZPD)
(Vygotsky, 1986), as well as lesser constructivist components of scaffolding (Bruner,
1977) and metacognition (Flavell, 1979). Vygotsky’s work in these areas is consistently
included in the discussion of autonomy-supportive environments. Dialogue surrounding
student relationships with peers and teachers tap into the socio-cultural aspect of his
studies and his work in the ZPD (where learners are able to experience greater efficacy
than they are currently capable of achieving on their own through guidance and support
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of more knowledgeable others) and constructivism (where learners build or construct
their own meaning by experiencing the learning first hand) tie into the concept of
expertise, which I will later discuss in greater detail.
I will also examine the findings as they apply to elements of Bandura’s (1993)
self-regulation theory (SRT) even though it is often at odds with Vygotsky’s work. Such
competing lenses compel deeper exploration of concepts, offering insight into complex
issues. The concept of student autonomy overlaps areas in these divergent perspectives
and both can be helpful in giving interpretive context to the sampled teacher responses.
Teachers use methods stemming from both theorists and each perspective provides
insight and understanding to the current incarnations as espoused by the study subjects.
Teaching as a Tapestry of Influences
Today’s classroom embodies a veritable tapestry woven of dynamic pedagogical
influences that blend together in any given daily performance. There are multiple
techniques at work that stem from vastly diverse theoretical origins. Teaching
touchstones like Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy of needs and Bloom’s (1956, 2001) famous
taxonomy can also give added context and nuance to the findings and concepts as they
emerge through PLC discussions, artifact examination, and teacher interview responses.
Even though they have both become fixtures within the teaching profession over time,
they have also become almost a type of shorthand for educators.
The study of motivation accounts for a large portion of the published research on
student autonomy. It is essential to understand the motivational forces behind learning
and the two major disciplines that share the spotlight in today’s pedagogical conversation
when it comes to motivation within autonomy-supportive settings. Stage-environment fit
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(SEF) (Eccles, Wigfield, Midgley, Reuman, Iver, & Feldlaufer, 1993) and selfdetermination theory (SDT) (Deci & Ryan, 1985) have risen to become the predominant
lenses pertaining to student motivation and autonomy in academia today (Alley, 2019).
Both consider the impetus behind student engagement with work, time management, and
overall effort expended to achieve certain goals.
I will overlay these elements as lenses to help focus understanding when it comes
to motivating learners, to make clear the driving forces behind the “what” and the “why”
factors at play. These theories of motivation are used to give context to intrinsic and
extrinsic factors of motivation in the classroom. Such frames are essential in
contextualizing findings in order to divine meaning and attach a relevant means of
understanding the emerging phenomena. Zebroski (1994) argues that theory supplements
practice and can even be viewed as a particular type of practice on its own. His work is
used in Steele’s (2001) exploration of theory-based methods as simply “good teaching”
(p.404). Her approach explores an ethnographic study using a Vygotskyan perspective
linking theory to effective classroom practices (Steele, 2001).
Finally, I have added one more cohesive overarching theme, blended throughout
the entire study, the lens of critical pedagogy (McLaren, 2015) as a means of student
empowerment through self-efficacy (Bandura, 1993). The following pages will explore
these topics in greater detail with an explanation of how each piece fits within the puzzle
of cultivating student autonomy. Behaviorist and constructivist theories compete with one
another by the very nature of their perspectives. Disparate elements of individual
development, motivation, and socio-cultural relationships are not necessarily the specific
focus of this study; both are woven into the fabric of modern teaching philosophy and
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acumen (Piburn et al., 2000). They each offer a wealth of connective tissue for
interpretation when distilling teacher perceptions on fostering autonomous students.
Elements from divergent perspectives comingle in the public education system and can
offer richly detailed interpretation of the signs and symptoms of autonomy in learning.
The definition of student autonomy has taken on several meanings over the years
and these interpretations can be wide-ranging. Some of them use the term as a synonym
for freedom; student choice drives the essence of this interpretation. Others tap into
autonomy as another word for self-driven learning where students moderate their own
independence, but in my reading of the literature, these synonyms simply fall short when
attempting to capture the full qualities of autonomous learners; at least for those learners
in middle school. For instance, Bandura’s (1991) concept of self-regulation would
handily account for the self-driven/ moderating attributes described above and although
self-regulation can be considered a single component of student autonomy, it is merely
one characteristic amid a multitude of others.
For this study, I discuss autonomy as a student’s ownership of academic performance
and responsibilities (Holec, 1981). In other words, autonomous students actively follow
up on assignments without being reminded. They seek extra help when needed. They
make plans when missing assignments in order to make sure they have a solid grasp of
the content in as much as to set things right with the teacher as to own the responsibility
for themselves (Reeve & Jang, 2006). To me, autonomy is empowering, desirable and
through the lens of critical pedagogy (Giroux, 2011), it may even be considered to be a
virtue unto itself when facing the pressures of adapting to the challenges and rigor of the
middle school environment. Autonomous students can be described as self-driven,
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independent, time-managing learners, that take on personal responsibility (Holec, 1981;
Jang, Reeve, & Deci, 2010) for their education in the same way that an entrepreneur
manages every detail of their workload, meeting deadlines, troubleshooting, and
managing time while communicating their needs in order to be successful. Autonomous
learners are often self-invested, mostly self-reliant, and courageous enough to ask for
help when needed. Ownership and independent management of resources and actively
negotiating demands are hallmarks of autonomous students (Alley, 2019). An
autonomous learner owns the outcomes of their efforts; they adapt to new demands and
reflect upon their successes and failures to inform processes for future engagements
(Reeve & Jang, 2006).
Autonomy as a Virtue
I have come to view autonomy as a virtue, a set of skills that must be taught like
any other to build a capacity for student achievement, competency, growth, and overall
success (Jang, Reeve, & Deci, 2010). Many students walk through the front door with a
strong grasp of autonomy, but several others struggle to adapt to the increased challenges
of having more classes, more teachers, more homework, and more hormones. Every year
I find myself reminding parents at each conference that, as adults, we forget that taking
on ownership of time management, balancing responsibilities, and being held accountable
are skills that must be practiced, strengthened, and improved like any other. I often find
these comments to be eye opening for the parents who, in their busy lives can
understandably lose sight of their children as developing young adolescents who still
need guidance for learning these “adulting” skills. Much like riding a bike, students may
need varying degrees of support until they can gain confidence and a sense of efficacy to
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practice time management, balancing responsibilities and accountability on their own
before losing their proverbial training wheels.
Such awareness ties directly to the metacognitive (Flavell, 1979) nature of
autonomy-supportive practices, Vygotsky’s (1978) ZPD, and Bandura’s (1991) notion of
self-efficacy. I mention them here to help illustrate one instance where viewing
phenomena through powerful theoretical lenses can open the interpretation to a rich
understanding tied to layers of contextual meaning. It spotlights the importance of
discussing the impetus and rationale for instructional choices. For students, it is often
helpful to demystify the processes of learning, featuring the intentions of the teacher and
the usefulness of content offered in class.
Critical Pedagogy: Autonomy as Empowerment
Autonomous learners are empowered learners. Students are the only stakeholders
within the public education system that interact with every facet of that system; at home,
in the classroom, the cafeteria, they engage with every nook and cranny (Senge, 2006;
2012). Despite such a wealth of exposure, students have the least influence on how it
works. Cultivating student autonomy is a powerful means of promoting agency to those
who know the problems within the system and can do much to grow beyond the status
quo. Fostering a culture of ownership and accountability can transform a top-down,
punitive model of teaching into a collaborative, self-rewarding environment. Ideally, such
a culture would promote student choice in rule making, accountability, course materials,
and even types of assignments. Motivation, autonomy, access and agency are all
components that can make students feel they have a genuine stake in the system when it
comes to one of the most important investments in their lives, their education.

16

The reader may have already noticed that all of the introductory discussion so far
that mentions motivational and educational theories of learning have been couched in a
wider social justice lens of critical pedagogy (Freire, 1970). I intend to situate all of my
research in a context of empowerment, not just for teachers, but for students as well.
When students are self-driven individualistically autonomous learners, they have greater
agency in the educational environment. They become active stakeholders within the
institution of learning and are empowered through engagement and structural
dependability. Simply put, autonomous learners become more like trusted partners in the
learning process, rather than passively receptive subordinates.
A Critical Perspective
I view teacher perceptions of student autonomy through a frame of questioning
the way things are, seeking to bring power to students as an underserved and underrepresented stakeholder class in the modern public middle school system. McKenzie and
colleagues (2008) establish three goals that promote social justice in the school system.
They suggest that schools should aim for greater academic achievement for all students,
demanding that leaders embrace social justice practices, and cultivate students that will
live as critical citizens within society. They further argue that content should challenge
the racial and socioeconomic dynamics of society within a heterogeneous and inclusive
classroom. Such a targeted lens helps gain valuable insight into the possible impacts that
these linking phenomena may have in the schoolhouse and beyond.
This study used three categories to help simplify interpretation of the literature
into central organizing principles or lenses: learning theories, mental models, and student
motivation. A fourth lens, discussed in the previous paragraph simply applied a larger
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context of social justice tied to educational leadership as seen through critical pedagogy
(Freire, 1970, Giroux, 2011, McLaren, 2015), but those are broader themes overall and
applied to all elements throughout this study. The learning theories section encompasses
constructivism, sociocultural learning, (Vygotsky, 1978), as well as behaviorism, and
self-regulation (Bandura, 1991).
The section on mental models tapped into metacognition (Flavell, 1979), the
concept of expertise (Sternberg, 2003), and the model of domain learning (Alexander,
2003), as well as adaptive expertise (Oura & Hatano, 2001) and concepts of merit and
self-efficacy (Bandura, 2001). The third section focused on motivational theories
including stage-environment fit (Eccles et al, 1993) and self-determination theory (Deci
& Ryan, 2000). Each lens will be used to examine teacher responses through their
participation in surveys, interviews, and greater participation within the professional
learning community. Each lens offered a connection to prominent voices in the literature
adding context and meaning to key topics as they emerged through teacher sentiment. See
my theoretical framework (Figure 1) on the following page.
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Figure 1
Theoretical Framework

Note. Overlaid lenses were used to give context to themes as they emerged for analysis

My use of various lenses created a layered means for analyzing teacher methods
and can be likened to the constructs of an early century watchmaker whose eye glasses
protrude with extending magnification; lens after lens, each refining, ever-clearer, the
issues before him. Every tool mark, spring, and sprocket, becomes enlarged for study.
With each layer of magnification, the miniscule defects become cavernous gouges, nearly
impossible to miss. I used these overlapping lenses as a means of distilling the basic
components for fostering autonomy, making them more-easily observable. In more
modern terms, borrowing from the social justice lexicon, the overlapping lenses were
used as a method of intersectionality (Moradi & Grzanka, 2017). Where myriad factors
intersect to accurately interpret findings of linked observable indicators through overlaid
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lenses. Each lens offered nuanced context, a means of understanding the fine details at
work within complex dynamics. The findings were a confluence of practical know-how
overlaid with theoretical hallmarks, offering insight into the various factors at play in
today’s classrooms. Each lens acted as a refining layer; helping to focus the discussion
from a scattered kaleidoscope of mixed-meaning into readily identifiable phenomena in
observable pedagogical constellations. These constellations of signs and symptoms of
learning shed light on the instructional processes at work. My aim was to observe how
teachers strove to empower students by cultivating autonomy within their classrooms and
how it actually turned out during instruction.
Research Questions
The focus of this qualitative study was to answer the main research question:
What is the experience of teachers taking part in a professional learning community
focusing on student autonomy within one school in the mid-Atlantic region of the United
States, specifically during COVID-19? Further sub-questions emerged. What methods do
the middle school teachers in this PLC use to foster autonomy? What was the rationale
supporting their choices when choosing methods for building autonomy? Which
pedagogical theories were represented by these choices? How did teachers motivate
students to be autonomous? I also sought to understand how COVID-19 and remote
instruction had impacted student autonomy.
The PLC offered a collaborative environment to explore research questions from
teacher responses, informed by the relevant literature and offering insight (as well as a
shared terminology), nested in the context of the current academic discourse. Document
artifact analysis of curricula and lesson plans along with the participant’s weekly journals
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(shared in PLC meetings) offered a rich opportunity to apply these lenses toward the
teacher responses to help the research questions come into focus. The answers to these
questions are discussed as findings in Chapters 4 and 5 of this study along with a
discussion of implications in Chapter 6. In order to discuss teacher methods and their
choices, it was essential for me to ground my discussion and analysis in peer reviewed
literature. In order to begin a thoughtful investigation of teacher practices, I first needed a
vetted source, an academically accepted inventory to set a standard for my PLC
discussions regarding teacher methods.
RTOP: A Standard for Discussing Teacher Methods
The Evaluation Facilitation Group at the Arizona Collaborative for Excellence in
the Preparation of Teachers (ACEPT) created an inventory, which was credited as the
very definition of reformed teaching (Sawada et al, 2002) and was the basis of the
reformed teaching observation protocol (RTOP) (Piburn et al., 2000). This instrument
was used in numerous peer-reviewed studies, most notably in a study spanning two years
and a sampling of 153 public schools, identifying the desired instructional practices in
modern teaching. The protocol was standards based, inquiry oriented, and student
centered making it a valuable tool for measuring the practices at work within a
classroom. The literature supporting the metric was in step with the predominant
pedagogical theories that I mention here and expound upon in the following chapter
(Chapter 2) in a review of the literature.
At first I intended to use the RTOP to conduct classroom observations in order to
compare findings with teacher interviews and broader survey responses to witness the
phenomena at work first hand, but with the outbreak of COVID-19, this was out of reach.
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The students and faculty had enough stressors without the prying eyes of a researcher
peering into their classrooms. Even though in-person observations were not possible due
to the coronavirus outbreak, the protocol and its foundational literature were still
important resources for outlining modern practices and theory, offering greater context to
anticipated teacher responses. I used the instrument as a touchstone when developing my
codebook for survey, interview, and document coding analysis. The criteria presented in
the RTOP (Piburn et al., 2000) were reviewed with the teachers in the first PLC sessions
to form a foundation of shared terminology setting a mutual standard for discussion of
instructional instruments and methodology used to gauge autonomy-supportive practices.
Such practices were identified as reformed, constructivist-teaching methods in the RTOP
(Piburn et al., 2000) and set a standard for determining whether the components of lesson
plans and teachers’ examples of activities met the criteria established by this peerreviewed protocol.
This study examined instructional techniques, classroom management styles, and
popular teacher methods for motivating student skill building. The RTOP was used as a
key resource for defining what reformed teaching (that is autonomy-supportive) looks
like. Teachers were not observed, but self-reported the format of the lessons. Examples of
instructional materials were shared with the PLC for group discussion, analysis, and
feedback. Elements of theory combined with the actual techniques in use, were not
simply discussed as stand-alone operations, but were tied directly together, applying the
wider lenses of motivational theories, expertise, and the various other influences at work.
This triangulation of sorts added depth and perspective to a seemingly two-dimensional
view that is so often reduced to terms of theory and practice. Teachers worked together in
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a mutually beneficial constructive environment where they were able to grow as
colleagues, building upon each other’s experiences.
Setting
This study took place in a mid-sized grade 7-8 middle school in the mid-Atlantic
region of the United States. The school featured in this research served a community
comprised of four k-6 suburban to rural sending districts with a sizable military
population. The teachers featured in this study were full-time middle school teachers with
various curricular disciplines and lengths of career. Both tenured and non-tenured
personnel were included to gain as broad a perspective as possible. Middle school
teachers in this district taught seventh or eighth grade classes and if shared with the high
school, worked predominantly in the middle school for a majority of the instructional
day.
Summation
This study used a qualitative PLC-informed case study approach, sampling a
professional learning community comprised of nine middle school teachers. A pre-survey
instrument along with the notes and transcripts from six weeks of active PLC meetings
were combined with semi-structured qualitative exit interviews; collecting middle school
teacher sentiment regarding their methods of choice for fostering student autonomy in
their classrooms both during the pandemic and in traditional settings. I explored their
methods in use and their reasoning for choosing those practices specifically. The teacher
interviews underwent second-cycle coding analysis using a combination of thematic and
process coding; identifying common themes and disparities within the teacher responses
and nesting their discussions within the prevalent academic theory at large. The initial
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survey captured the participants’ opinions, upon entering the PLC, before working with
their colleagues. Their responses served as a baseline or, more precisely, as a launching
point, to begin the discussion for the first PLC session. The responses were used to
generate peer discussion after introducing the format and expectations of the PLC to
build a collaborative relationship amongst participants. Coded interview and survey
responses were compared with transcripts from PLC meetings and the emerging themes
were analyzed through the central lenses described above.
To be clear, it is not my intent to rate the effectiveness or quality of teacher
techniques, there are troves of studies evaluating effective practices and performances. I
have far more meager aims, simply to offer a glimpse inside the classrooms of various
colleagues. To peek over the proverbial hedges to see what my colleagues and neighbors
are actually doing to build independent, self-driven students. This study shares the go-to
practices that peers use, situating their current methods in the context of predominant
voices in academic pedagogical theory. I wish to make the discussion of lofty theory
accessible by relating phenomena found in today’s classroom with major academic
themes. My intent was to offer the average middle school teacher a discourse of familiar
methods, a discussion sharing best practices as well as the personal/ professional
rationale behind them, nested in rich pedagogical theory. It was my hope to cultivate a
more mindful instructional environment amongst my colleagues, beginning a
conversation where teachers felt free to share their trusted methods with peers as well as
their experiences in building this autonomy during the pandemic.
It was my aim to offer colleagues and school leaders alike a glimpse into the
practices that were being used to foster student autonomy in middle school and discuss
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the reasoning and rationale behind the selection of these methods. This study provided an
opportunity to examine the role of student autonomy in middle school in the traditional
setting and in the light of new challenges posed by the pandemic where teaching itself
took on new meaning. The collaborative nature of the PLC was intended to bring teachers
together to share perspectives and tap into each other’s professional expertise.
Even under traditional circumstances, the teaching profession can often feel like
an isolating endeavor where each teacher is hidden away behind four cinderblock walls.
During virtual and hybrid instruction, teachers were working in an environment even
more isolated than before. I wished to begin a conversation that helped make those walls
feel slightly shorter, and a little more transparent by offering collegial insight and a
candid exchange of ideas between a few of those professionals whose daily choices made
a difference in the lives of so many during such difficult times.
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Chapter 2
Literature Review
The following chapter will explore the academic conversation that is central to the
concept of student autonomy, how it applies to students in middle school, and specifically
how teachers understand and seek to cultivate such autonomy within their students. This
chapter will begin by offering a brief overview of the published academic research that
focuses specifically on the subject of learner autonomy, the prevalent points of interest,
recommended strategies, and analysis of motivations etc. Although these are interesting
points and will be used within my study, I separate them from a core of components and
theory that I find speak more to the essence of autonomy and are foundational within the
majority of research on this topic. After reading through the published research, I
categorized the major components into three lenses based in theory that I found helped
lend context and build understanding regarding autonomy supportive practices.
I have divided the foundational literature for this research into three categories of
which I describe as essential lenses: learning theory, mental models, and student
motivation. The lenses offer greater detail to view the elements of autonomy as they
emerge within anticipated teacher responses during this case study. These three
categories are comprised of common elements that are found in the bulk of research
pertaining to student autonomy at this grade level. Each lens offers a dimension of insight
by providing possible touchstones to autonomy-supportive practices and was
incorporated into weekly themes for the professional learning community meetings. This
cooperative venture of mutual self-development sets the stage for surveys, interviews,
and interactions with teachers to examine what educators in this district were doing to
develop autonomous learners. I first look to the literature to set the table so to speak, to
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give context to phenomena that emerged in teacher responses and interactions within the
PLC. At first glance, it appears that so much of the academic discussion of autonomy
encompasses two categories, theory and practice. These categories give a false sense of
separation since the two are inextricably linked. Freire states, “there is never only theory,
never only practice” (1998, p. 93), implying that practice and theory mutually create or at
the very least, enlighten each other. Here I will discuss the current dominant theories,
topically, to alight how they relate to teacher perceptions and practices used to cultivate
student autonomy within middleschoolers. The next section will give a brief overview of
the published research on student autonomy-supportive practices with subsequent
discussion of the essential lenses to follow later on in the chapter.
On Student Autonomy
First I will offer a superficial overview of how learner autonomy grew from the
humble beginnings of observations made by a world language teacher to become such a
voluminous topic tying into major aspects of educational research. After skimming the
surface of autonomy-specific movements in academia, I will give a much more fulsome
review of the predominant voices in academic literature pertaining to the matter and how
they will be used as core lenses in the theoretical framework of this study.
The first mention of student autonomy emerged in the 1980s and was used by
Holec (1981) focusing on his work with language-learners, a content area that is highly
dependent upon student-driven practice toward comprehension and acquisition when
learning a new tongue. Educational psychologists joined in the research since the core
elements of autonomy were applicable to so many other content areas and in the study of
education at large. Studies in learner autonomy have examined content area-specific
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applications in areas from language, music, math, art, and science and have found a more
recent audience in the physical education community. Here student choice and self-driven
exercises have been theorized to benefit learners in order to stay involved in programs
that traditionally did not succeed in retaining participants and keeping them engaged with
active physical activities (Van den Berghe et al., 2012). Such research became a
movement in the area of physical education. It focused not only on student autonomy, but
the interrelated concept of intrinsic motivation, specifically as it related to selfdetermination theory, (Deci & Ryan, 2000) in an effort to combat a growing obesity
epidemic impacting the younger generations and the country has a whole.
More broadly, however, student autonomy has become a popular area for research
in educational psychology with the lion’s share of studies specifically focusing on student
motivation and understandably so. It stands to reason that if teachers can discern
motivational forces that promote learner autonomy, then they can target efforts to
streamline instructional practices, saving time, energy, and resources. Student
engagement is a sizable subset within the research of autonomous student motivation.
There have been several studies focusing on the direct link between student perceptions
of autonomy and student engagement in middle school through high school. One such
study by Williams, Wallace, and Sung (2016) discussed how levels of engagement fall
when students’ perceptions of autonomy are diminished.
The topic of student choice encompasses a sizable subset of the research on
motivation and engagement. Williams and others (2016) focused on elucidating five
dimensions of providing choice in the classroom. These consist of pace, strategy, topic,
format, and mobility (Williams et al., 2016). Williams found that teachers frequently only
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offered single, isolated choices, amid otherwise controlled structures. This was not ideal.
She argues that middle grade teachers should construct an environment where “…choice
is built into the classroom culture as a generative sequence of autonomy-supportive
adolescent-teacher interactions” (Williams et al., 2016, p. 527). Such an environment
embeds the idea of choice as part of the classroom culture, integrating student choice in
the daily routines and procedures. She also described a resistance of teachers to provide,
what she terms, “authentic choice” arguing that this defeats the main purpose of allowing
students the freedom to choose and select areas or activities of interest. Student choice is
becoming a central push in modern teaching reform and (from my experience) can have a
buzzword connotation as a topic often brought up by administrators or guest speakers
with little concrete application as a formal process. The literature reflects that such
choice, when fully integrated into the classroom culture has shown a benefit in increased
student engagement for middle school and high school learners.
Motivation was another area of research that has been well explored regarding
learner autonomy and focuses on the roots of behavior. Student engagement and
motivation have risen to prominence in the literature. Concepts relating to internal or
external motivators such as intrinsic and extrinsic rewards are seemingly everywhere in
the behaviorist research (several of which I will discuss in much greater detail later on in
this chapter). So much of educational research focuses on motivating students including
motivational factors, socio-cultural connectedness, and even the nature of learning as a
physiological/ psychological necessity (Deci & Ryan, 2000) along with countless others.
It is easy to become mesmerized by the implications of the studies published in this area
since understanding what motivates students can be the key to successful teaching,
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however student autonomy is far more than motivation. Although motivating students is
an essential component to building autonomy, there are several factors that work in
tandem for a student to learn how to take on personal ownership of their academic
responsibilities and scholastic performance. These are skill sets like any other
competency. Guidance, trial/ error, and the acquisition/ internalization of various mental
models are necessary to build student autonomy. Forming relationships with students and
establishing environments that promote student autonomy may help learners be more
successful in secondary school and beyond. Evidence suggests that learning
environments which actively cultivate the perception of content relatedness and teacher
connection to students are linked to overall more-adjusted students that fare better in the
increased expectations and demands at the middle school and high school levels (Hoge et
al. 1990; Roeser et al. 1999).
Autonomy-Supportive Environments
Some studies focus on the learning environment, which can include teacher
interactions, instructional practices (types of assignments), even the relevance of the
content taught. Patall and colleagues (Patall, Dent, Oyer, Wynn, 2013) examined 278
high school students in 30 classes with a total of ten different teachers. When surveyed,
the responses were examined using a hierarchical linear model. She determined that high
school students felt a greater autonomy need satisfaction when teachers specifically
offered choices to the students and valued their perspectives during the instruction. In
fact, in subsequent analysis, she found that the students’ autonomy need satisfaction level
was highest when they perceived that their opinions and interests were not only valued,
but were included in class activities. She found that students often internalized the

30

importance of learning the course content when teachers spoke separately (and
specifically) about how useful or important the class work was overall.
Wallace and Sung (2017) sought to distil the qualities of an instructional
environment that fosters student autonomy. They described autonomy-supportive
environments as settings where teachers operationalize specific, often highly discreet
behaviors, which are meant to build independent, student-driven learning. Their focus
was on the built-in forethought of modern constructivist environments where providing
seemingly endless choices to the students was, in fact, highly directed by the types of
questions students were exploring and the parameters set to guide them. Even
recommending specific techniques borrowed from other scholars, Reeve and Jang (2006)
who recommend things like seating students near the lesson materials in advance so they
can look over the pieces before any instruction takes place. They recommend assessing
students using surveys in order to gather input and feedback from the students’ point of
view regarding the format of instruction and even the materials being used. They even
encouraged students to work on projects in their own way, using their own techniques,
approaches, and justifications (Reeve & Jang, 2006).
Wallace and Sung (2017) identified five dimensions of autonomy-supportive teaching:
1. Providing meaningful choice in organizational and procedural aspects of
classroom and task management.
2. Fostering relevance and providing rationale for instructional choices.
3. Remaining adaptive in practice through responsiveness.
4. Providing students with ownership over their own ideas, thinking, and
learning.
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5. Using open communication to provide informational feedback to students.
The autonomy-supportive classroom as Reeve and Jang (2006) described it, includes
students in the rule making and establishment of expectations and punishments. They
found that the student-developed expectations and penalties often led to rules that were
even more strict than those established by teachers in a more traditional setting. They
submit that students often felt personally invested and had more exacting standards when
holding themselves accountable (Reeve & Jang, 2006).
Autonomy-Supportive Qualities
Wallace & Sung’s work (2017) delved deeper into the autonomy-supportive
environment, adding that the teachers’ role is essential in fostering autonomy and is
expressed in two ways, through what they call autonomy-supportive teacher actions and
reactions. They delineate autonomy-supportive actions as proactive measures intended to
initiate or guide student thinking without being triggered by any direct or immediate
reaction. They describe similarly autonomy-supportive reactions as acts that logically
follow student actions, comments, or questions, which have been made apparent
(suggested by discreet means of indication) or made publicly (in front of others) in class
(Wallace & Sung, 2017). They list key qualities for autonomy-supportive teacher actions
and reactions.
Teachers may be autonomy supportive in their actions when they:
•

Provide choices

•

Offer rationales

•

Prompt for student views

•

Make connections to students’ lives
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•

Promote independent thinking

Teachers may be autonomy supportive in their responses when they:
•

Demonstrate flexibility

•

Provide respectful/ constructive feedback

•

Validate student affect (the attitudes, interests, and values in the educational
environment)

Wallace & Sung (2017) express that autonomy-supportive teachers actively and
intentionally differentiate structure from the control and responsivity processes of
classroom management. They identify structure as the quantity and quality of information
provided by the teacher to the students regarding the classroom expectations and the
strategies for success. In short, autonomy-supportive teachers make clear their
expectations and demonstrate what success looks like to their students as part of the
lesson’s structure. The why and how is baked in with few “grand reveals” by the teacher.
The students are driving the learning and the discovery (Jang, Reeve, & Deci, 2010;
Skinner & Belmont, 1993). Wallace & Sung (2017) acknowledge that not all teachers act
or react in the same way. Some teachers thoroughly plan autonomy-supportive actions
well in advance, while some are less proactive and employ a less structured approach.
Others may simply be highly receptive to student input through their responses to achieve
the same outcomes. I described these elements to the middle school teachers during the
first few meetings of the PLC to provide an opportunity to see how they might interpret
these autonomy-supportive practices and incorporate them into their lessons throughout
the study.
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The American Psychological Association (APA) has published a series of online
teacher resources, condensing the findings of several studies to promote autonomysupportive methods within the teaching profession (McCombs, 2007). These
recommended practices were authored by McCombs, whose lengthy body of work
concentrated on promoting self-driven learning in high school students through increased
student affect. After a great deal of research, she describes how given the right
conditions, students become autonomous when they view themselves as active agents in
the their own learning processes. She states:
Reeve, Nix and Hamm (2003) have conducted extensive classroom studies
showing that when teachers offer students choices, the choices are more likely to
increase self-determination and intrinsic motivation when they are presented
along with other facilitating conditions: It is also worth noting that when
McCombs and her colleagues integrated large bodies of research on the
psychological processes and structures underlying self-regulated and autonomous
learning (Billings & Roberts, 2014; Carlock, 2011; Dichter, 2014b; Duckworth,
Gendler, & Gross, 2014; Gross, 2013; McCombs, 1988, 2004, 2014a, 2014b;
McCombs & Marzano, 1990; McCombs & Miller, 2007, 2008; McCombs &
Whisler, 1989), they confirmed that learners are capable of engaging in a number
of higher-order processes for controlling lower-order cognitive, affective and
motivational processes. These higher order or metacognitive processes primarily
consist of self-appraisal and self-management of thoughts and feelings; they
fundamentally involve realizing the role of the self as agent in the learning
process. (McCombs, 2007)
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The APA’s web resource for teachers spotlights the prominence of student autonomy as a
popular topic in modern education. Hafen and others (2011) describe how research
consistently finds that student engagement markedly declines within secondary
classrooms from the beginning of the school year to the end (Marks, 2000; Skinner et. al,
2008) with the lowest levels of engagement existing in high school classrooms (Martin,
2009). Steinberg and others (1996) raise the alarming statistic that by high school, nearly
half of all students are chronically disengaged. So much has been explored when it comes
to student autonomy and engagement in high school and higher education fields, but there
is a dearth of literature specifically pertaining to autonomy in the middle school
environment. There is even less published on the teachers’ choices for cultivating this
desired quality or the impetus behind those choices at this level. I wish to add to that
research, focusing on the middle school teachers whose influence at a time and place
where autonomy, independence, and self-reliability are emerging within their student
population for the first time, having a direct impact on higher grade-level engagement.
Reformed Teaching. In today’s classroom, adaptation of the environment to
meet the learners’ needs is not only encouraged, but also mandated through specialized
education accommodations and modifications. In an inclusive classroom (divorced from
the familiar colloquialism of a special education setting), teachers are charged with
developing every lesson plan for diverse learners, differentiating instruction to the
individual student’s needs and blanketing supports for others. Current teaching initiatives
push for student choice in lessons and activities. For example, in English language arts
classes, video or multimedia projects are offered as options along side traditional writing
tasks so that students can have a say in how they demonstrate the learning outcomes,
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often in a style that best suits their blend of multiple intelligences (Gardner, 1993). These
notions of choice and selection are empowering for the student, creating personal feelings
of ownership and responsibility, but more importantly they offer an opportunity for the
individual student to construct personalized meaning, connecting to the curricular
content. Such methods of instruction can be viewed as reformed teaching, where learning
outcomes and individual grasp of competencies are actively considered in each lesson,
breaking away from the factory model of education.
Teacher self-awareness and active reflection have become woven into the very
fabric of the public school system observation models for teacher performance.
Reflection, collaboration, and revision have become an instrumental part of today’s
teaching culture. Some mid-Atlantic states, in fact, include such teacher observations as
part of their faculty effectiveness ratings in annual employee reviews with supervisors. A
standard bearer in the current push toward more content-evident, competency-outcomedriven instruction is the reformed teaching observation protocol (RTOP) (Piburn et al.,
2000). Although the protocol does not specifically mention autonomy, RTOP’s domains
encompass concepts of constructivism, self-regulation, and monitoring, which are evident
within the observable criteria. Such a protocol allows observers to have a common scale
for measuring what engaging, student-driven instruction looks like and offers a peerreviewed instrument for objective research. Elements from the RTOP will be used as a
touchstone in my analysis of teacher responses to offer context supported by scholarly
vetted criteria regarding the methods and reasoning at work. This is a widely used (and
peer reviewed) protocol that has been in use since its inception as a key instrument for the
United States National Science Foundation (NSF). It was also used by The Arizona
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collaborative for excellence in the preparation of teachers (ACEPT), an initiative created
to develop science and math teachers in primary and secondary schools. Over time, it was
adapted to observe teachers from all disciplines including from the less-quantitative
content areas such as the humanities (Piburn et al., 2000).
Curriculum, Written and Unwritten. The formal curriculum is not the only
place to observe what is truly going on in middle school classrooms. The transition into
the this environment can be quite a challenge, especially as a departure from the culture
of the smaller elementary schools, to which the students have grown accustom. The
schoolwork and expectations are often more demanding, but there is another set of
curricula that are not so readily apparent. Academics often discuss the hidden curriculum
within America’s public schools as a second set of values (Vallance, 1980). These are
lessons, indirectly taught, that can intuitively appear to be more aligned with the ways of
the world than the seemingly contrived, perhaps even artificial, curricular lessons that
were designed and purposefully integrated into classroom instruction. Perceptions of
social status, class identity, and what many interpret to be “real” societal values can be
observed by examining events and phenomena occurring outside of the intended, planned
instruction (Willis, 1981). Frequently, critical academics look to the hidden curriculum
through a lens of agency, access, and equity (Macleod, 2008). A major topic in the social
justice lexicon where societal imbalances are studied through careful observation and an
analysis of who gets to decide what power looks like, what qualities derive said power,
and how it can be replicated (Giroux, 1997). It is essential for school leadership to be
committed to social justice and value a democratic environment, which, by nature, values
a multitude of diverse identities, voices, and perspectives (Dantly & Tillman, 2010). The

37

ability to change the learning environment is powerful, lending agency to students, an
often-marginalized constituency in the public school system.
This unwritten curriculum becomes a cornerstone of the teachers’ expectations
and is infused with common instructional methods at this level. Student expectations such
as recording and completing homework, independently attempting complex projects, and
incorporating elements of rudimentary time management place the onus on self-driven
learners. A few of these expectations may be budding in the later elementary grades, but
they certainly come into full bloom after promotion to middle school. This transition
occurs when leaving the group-centered environment of the primary school for the more
student-centered surroundings of the seventh grade classroom. As adults, the transition
may seem unremarkable, even an annoyance, but for an eleven or twelve-year old
student, the shift can be overwhelming.
The curriculum is not all that is growing; the students are changing physically,
mentally, and socially in this new environment. The individual students emerge from a
setting where only months before they were lining up with their classmates for lunchtime
and bathroom breaks. Now these preadolescents try on the role of young adults. For the
first time they are chasing the bus, learning bell schedules, and struggling with time
management; and hoping to maybe make a few friends along the way. This is also a time
of rich exploration, where students are looking to take on personal experiential
knowledge. Adapting to meet the expectations of the mental models surrounding them is
quite a task, but it is essential for carving out a fledgling expertise of their own. (Oura &
Hatano, 2001). This process of developing adaptive expertise is instrumental in the
acclimation to this new environment and ultimately achieving competence as well as
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proficiency in this setting (Alexander, 2003). I will discuss the topic of expertise and the
large impact it has on fostering student autonomy in greater detail later on in this chapter,
but for now, I simply want to touch upon how it connects to autonomy and the crucial
role it plays in adapting to meet the rigorous demands of a new and challenging
environment.
Students are sorting out their roles for both inside and outside of the classroom in
a developmental stage that seems to spring up so suddenly, all at once placing a
traditionally passive learner into the driver’s seat. As a seventh grade English teacher, I
have come to admire the awe-inspiring accomplishments, the personal triumphs, and
heart-breaking shortfalls that I witness each year. It is an emotionally challenging career,
but one that I truly love. Middle school is the battleground, the gladiator arena where
students will spar with their first attempts at successful independence. How they meet the
difficulties that they experience here, may impact the students’ willingness and
preparedness to approach even-more difficult transitions in the future. The skills and
practices they learn in middle school will prepare students for challenging times, in both
academia and life in general.
Essential Lenses
This study will draw from a number of overlapping theories that will help shed
light on how teachers are cultivating student autonomy and the reasoning behind the
methods that they have chosen to use toward that aim. As stated in the introduction
chapter of this study, these theories may often be at odds with each other, but the modern
classroom is a composite; a rich tapestry of pedagogical theory and acumen. Every
teacher’s repertoire is a uniquely personal synthesis of myriad origin. Each competing
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theory offers a context and vernacular that help make meaning from the teachers’
anticipated responses. These prominent theories will be used to both analyze the teacher
responses and to develop the study itself as a PLC.
To help simplify interpretation, this study is organized into three categories of
research: learning theories, mental models, and student motivation. There are larger
contexts of educational leadership and social justice through critical pedagogy, but those
are broader themes overall and apply to all elements throughout this study. The learning
theories section encompasses constructivism, sociocultural learning, (Vygotsky, 1978), as
well as behaviorism, and self-regulation (Bandura, 1991). The section on mental models
touches upon metacognition (Flavell, 1979), expertise (Sternberg, 2003) as a model of
domain learning (Alexander, 2003), adaptive expertise, (Oura & Hatano, 2001) and
concepts of merit along with self-efficacy (Bandura, 2001). The third section focuses on
motivational theories including stage-environment fit (Eccles et al, 1993) and selfdetermination theory (Deci & Ryan, 2000). The following discussion regarding these
themes does not religiously adhere to strict delineations between the three sections since
several dynamics share common elements and connect in ways that I feel it important to
observe before jumping into the study. The discussion below has been crafted to link
each of these theories to help make meaning from the anticipated teacher responses.
Learning Theories
Constructivism. The art of teaching has grown rapidly in the last century with
seismic movements in the veritable tectonic plates of educational theory. Studentcentered instruction dominates the journals and professional development sessions across
the nation. Lesson planning involves students forging their own meaning in constructivist
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learning environments (Vygotsky, 1978). Constructivism is an enduring concept
stemming from the discipline of child psychology and since its infancy in the 1930s, has
become the very foundation of modern teaching. As Holt-Reynolds (2000) puts it:
The constructivist pedagogies that are increasingly part of teacher education
course work and expectations emerge from an intellectual world where
knowledge is seen as created rather than received (von Glaserfeld, 1991),
mediated by discourse rather than transformed by teacher talk (Vygotsky, 1962),
explored and transformed rather than remembered as a uniform set of positivistic
ideas (Dewey, 1969; Rorty, 1979).
The idea of student autonomy is nothing new, with constructivists like Vygotsky in
Russia as early as the 1930s paving the way for modern educators.
Socio-Cultural Theory. Vygotsky’s work was written in the 1930s and when
introduced to the western world, decades later, dramatically expanded concepts of
learning beyond the limited scope of the individual to include elements outside of the
stand-alone learner. He considered essential connections to larger social constructs that
exist within the processes of learning. Such consideration adds another dimension and
depth to understanding the learning process and the dynamics at play. Vygotsky’s (1978)
Socio-cultural theory of cognitive development links a child’s learning to the way that
their culture understands (interprets) and responds to the world. Symbolically adults share
attached meaning giving a rich context for interpretation by children learning the ways of
the world. They do this through formal and informal interactions through symbols,
behavior, and even language. In essence, children learn the true expectations of the world
around them by observing more knowledgeable role models interacting with others
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(Vygotsky, 1978). Such modeling is a cornerstone of modern educational practice. The
first step in any lesson is to demonstrate the desired skill or learning outcome. Vygotsky
pinpoints the beginnings of complex mental processes as having origins in social
activities (Vygotsky, 1978). Students begin to internalize the processes of learning based
on their rich history of social interactions. These processes become customized to meet
the needs of future scenarios as they emerge. This iterative learning style ties into other
elements of autonomy, those of cultural expectations, mental models of adaptive
expertise, and the hidden curriculum.
Such alignment suggests a significant (and inherent) importance in using student
autonomy as an essential component in the processes of learning. Vygotsky’s (1978)
theoretical approach naturally links theory to practice, with a perspective that theory is an
observation of what is truly happening. This study attempts to embody his assertion that
observation, if conducted with sufficient scientific rigor, can present phenomena as
scientific fact, breaking down barriers between the field and the confines of the
laboratory (Vygotsky, 1978). Even though the student does much of the hard work in
constructivist modes of learning, there is still a key role played by the teacher or what
Vygotsky (1978) describes as the more knowledgeable other. In this regard, the teacher
acts more like a coach or facilitator. Offering related insight and instrumental
questioning, pushing the students to succeed by connecting the current learning scenario
to the learner’s past knowledge and experiences. Students construct and then reconstruct
meaning in relationship to their existing knowledge.
Teachers must challenge the students’ pre-existing notions about the world to
bring about growth. It is essential for them to guide students through operations that
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would otherwise be too difficult. Vygotsky describes such support as a zone of proximal
development (ZPD). A range of performance that measures the difference between a
student’s current competency and their ultimate capability with the aid of, what he terms,
a more competent other. Such zones are created when teachers establish opportunities for
learning that are beyond the student’s current reach on their own. Ultimately, it is this
struggle for mastery and lived necessity for adaptation that become fundamental in
building learner autonomy.
The zone extends from the current skill level of proficiency and reaches toward
the desired level of proficiency/ efficacy. Teachers cultivate dramatic growth using zones
of proximal development in classrooms by engaging peers, ensuring knowledgeable
instructors, and providing surroundings that offer overlapping (and diverse) social
structures which place explicit value on growth and mastery. In such settings, growth
cannot be measured until some indication of success has been achieved. These
components of the ZPD become observable phenomena that will stand out in teacher
feedback, offering insight into cultivating independent learners and the measures their
instructors use to support individual achievement. The more knowledgeable other also
becomes the template for mental models of expertise that will help refine students’
understanding and cultivate mastery (Sternberg, 1997) a strong tie-in to adaptive
expertise, described in the pages to follow.
Incidentally, Friere (1998), whom I will also discuss in greater detail toward the
end of this chapter, describes the importance of a highly rigorous approach and
recommends the avoidance of leaning toward any one theory in particular. Freire (1998)
proposes that it is essential to challenge disparate findings using several theoretical
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perspectives in order to see how they make sense in relation to each other, not merely
focusing on how each one counters or disproves the other. His aim is to unify theories to
make sense of the observed phenomena. Such discourse is essential in understanding the
greater picture, informing both theory and practice through a “dialectical tension”
existing between “what we inherit (the things we know) and what we acquire (the things
we learn on our own)” (Freire, 1998, p. 70). The modern classroom may serve as an ideal
laboratory in our field where theory, practice, and context offer opportunities to develop
precious understandings that may inform leadership decisions and possibly benefiting all
stakeholders in future applications.
In this study, middle school teachers were interviewed in the field, in the very
setting where the work discussed takes place on a daily basis, (even if this setting is
ultimately online). Teacher methods cannot only be gleaned through an analysis of verbal
interview responses alone, but also with essential context offered through a scan of
classroom materials and the environment at large (environment meaning the physical
surroundings for instruction and the online surroundings), thus bringing the laboratory to
the field. Vygotsky’s work sets forth an ideal foundation combining sociological and
anthropological elements with observational understandings. Such understandings act as
impetus for the methods that I have elected to use in this investigation and likely will
offer guideposts for further analysis in future exploration. It certainly lends a descriptive
vocabulary to this study, providing terms that capture the discussed phenomena for
further exploration.
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Coining the Phrase. The first researcher to apply the term student autonomy in
the academic context of student performance in the 1970s was a much lesser known
academic, Holec, who characterized student ownership of academic responsibilities and
performance as the “totality of his (the student’s) learning situation” (Holec, 1981 p. 65).
He added elements of time management, self-assessment, and even self-regulation of
student behavior (for example, spending time on task) to the growing litany of factors
that were traditionally considered part of the learning situation. His additions offer an
amended context for these situations and in no way encompasses the entirety of the
processes involved in learning. Here it generally references the independent aspects of
the student’s autonomous role as a learner. Holec’s (1981) focus was on the importance
of these added factors to help define his vision of more efficient methods of study to be
included in his “totality” of the learning situation (which may also include any variety of
social constructs, cultural milieu, and myriad other factors including the consideration of
significant figures, the presence and interaction with other students; the list can go on ad
infinitum).
Holec (1981) first discusses autonomy in his interactions with higher education
language-learning students. His work with adult students offered a starting point for this
conversation. Even though his subjects were college-aged students, Holec’s work
provides a lexicon to use when observing and discussing autonomous learners of any age.
I am using his terminology to articulate the shared phenomena at work within the
learning environments of twelve and thirteen-year old students who are just beginning to
become more autonomous. Holec (1981) identified self-driven learning (SDL) as a key
indicator of success for his pupils, finding that college students had an improved

45

acquisition of a new language when they intentionally incorporated strategies based on
self-direction. He sought to uncover the best practices of more-predominantly selfsufficient learners and found they were not simply replicating the instructions and
practices of their professor, but instead, the students often took into account the larger
picture. They factored in phenomena surrounding the challenge at hand including their
sociocultural connections with peers and teachers, adapting their efforts to fit the
circumstances of the setting and relationships within the environment. He found that
students applied new creative strategies and adjusted them to meet the changing needs of
each scenario.
Sociocultural elements emerged frequently throughout the research, especially in
the areas of motivation and acquisition of expertise. Holec’s work (1981) also explored
the teacher’s role in this process, and specifically focused on areas where students were
challenged to determine the next steps for long-term goals. This touches upon concepts of
metacognition or actively thinking about one’s own thought processes. Both of these
concepts will be explored in greater detail later on in this chapter. For now, I will focus
on concepts of student-driven learning where students are constructing meaning from
learning opportunities as teachers step aside to facilitate the experience and guide
development.
Mental Models
Metacognition. In addition to the larger theory of constructivism, smaller
elements touch upon the very nature of thought. Metacognition can be viewed as an
intentional awareness of the processes involved with thinking and learning as a whole
(Bandura, 1993), where students examine their own thought processes. In short, learners
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are asked to contemplate independently the specific ways that they think and learn
(Bransford et al., 2000). Metacognition involves an active awareness, a separate
mindfulness, concerning the operations in use during an individual’s thought processes,
including the specific personal inner workings of the brain (Flavell, 1979). Such
awareness offers an ability to adapt each separate learning experience to incorporate new
strategies based on past experiences and prior degrees of success and failure through
purposeful reflection and analysis.
Research relating to metacognition reaches toward a more unified approach to
academic applications, placing the major emphasis on a balance of cognitive
development and social competence (Bransford et. al, 2000). Modern frameworks for
analyzing metacognitive teaching strategies value academic performance as well as social
engagement (Lin, 2001). Such frameworks are used to introduce key practices into the
modern instructional environment with techniques for cultivating metacognitive thinking
within the students’ methods of learning. Lin (2001) identifies two basic approaches to
bringing metacognition into the classroom. One approach incorporates intentional
instructional methods designed to focus on students’ attention toward their own thought
processes during learning. The other approach aims to integrate social supports into the
classroom to foster a culture that promotes metacognitive awareness in each process (Lin,
2001). The social dynamic is emerging as an essential element within self-reflective
classrooms with districts using intervention programs to reform teaching methods and
take inventory of the learning environment. These metacognitive intervention programs
offer a breakdown of useful indicators for studies like this, where the classroom routines
and procedures can be tied directly to peer-reviewed analyses, instructional approaches,
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and domain-specific strategies. These approaches foster metacognitive learning
environments by tapping into the social composition of the environment and combining
these elements with the learner’s knowledge of the self, playing to strengths and
addressing weaknesses through active reflection (Brown & Campione, 1996).
Winne & Azevedo (2014) identify three uses of metacognitition: monitoring,
control, and self-regulated learning. They describe monitoring as a type of self-awareness
when thinking or recalling information. It can be observed when students physically look
upward with their eyes as if literally searching for an answer that is just temporarily out
of reach. Similarly, when a student struggles to articulate an answer that they are certain
is known, this “tip-of-the-tongue phenomenon” occurs when the answer is located within
the brain, but recalling it is not immediately accessible. The students are aware of their
own thought processes and are certain the recollection will be retrieved any moment now.
Metacognitively, the learner has a distinct awareness of the thought process happening in
the brain. They understand that the cognitive processing is not yet completed, but can
expect the knowledge to emerge within a short period of time. Many people experience
this phenomenon at an early age and it continues (often with prolonged frustration)
throughout adult life.
Winne & Azevedo’s (2014) second use of metacognition is control. Feedback
from the previous experience controls the next step or cycle. Farmers and business
owners alike use the last season’s performance to make informed decisions and become
more successful in the next attempt. Control attaches a name to a simple phenomenon
and allows academics to become aware of the mental processes at work in even the most
mundane operations. Valuable insight can often be gleaned when one treats the familiar
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as strange, interesting, and exotic.
Self-regulation, (SR), (Bandura, 1991) as I use it here, is a specific use. A great
deal has been written about SR, specifically in the area of student motivation and will be
discussed in greater detail a little further on, but for my purposes it is viewed simply as a
means of reflection and cognitive monitoring (Flavell, 1979). The lens of metacognition
uses SR learning as a means of identifying alternate paths forward (Pressley et al., 1984).
The learner takes into consideration the totality of all conditions, tasks, and methods
applied to reach the goal while being mindful of the cost and benefit relationship. These
uses help frame learners’ observable habits and offer insight into the thought processes of
students in the classroom. I will be looking for the subjects’ integration of metacognitive
methods within their lessons. I will be listening for the mention of specific types of
monitoring strategies while searching for hallmarks of a classroom culture conducive to
metacognition within the instructional setting.
Expertise and Adaptive Expertise. There is nothing quite like an expert
performance. People flock in droves to witness excellence in action, whether in a concert
hall, a skating rink, or a three-ring circus, there is something so captivating when
competence meets ingenuity. “We teach children to think in ways characteristic of
experts…such thinking requires students to think analytically, creatively, and practically”
(Sternberg, 2003 p. 5). He continues, “They need creative thinking to generate ideas,
analytical thinking to evaluate those ideas, and practical thinking to implement the ideas
and convince others of their value” (Sternberg, 2003 p. 5). Sternberg, an academic leader
who studies specific ways of learning, developed a triarchic theory of successful
intelligence which posits that a balance of creativity, analysis, and practicality allows
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individuals to achieve success in specific socio-cultural contexts (Sternberg, 1985; 1997).
He lends insight into the types of thinking that are promoted in public schools.
Sternberg’s studies were motivated by the belief that most school systems tend to largely
favor students that have strong memory and analytic abilities (Sternberg, 2003). He
suggests that students perform better in schools when the instructional methods match the
way that they think.
Teaching Wisdom. If classrooms lean too heavily on the analytic domain, the
students with more highly developed creative or practical abilities may be at a
disadvantage since the lessons are rarely taught or assessed in a way that is suited to the
students’ learning patterns or abilities (Sternberg, 2003). This way of teaching differs
from other, more traditional, conceptions that emphasized deliberate practice as a means
of building expertise. Sternberg acknowledges that deliberate practice is essential, but not
sufficient in attaining expertise. Becoming an expert scientist, composer, or teacher
requires a blend of creativity, analysis, and practicality that go substantially beyond
deliberate practice (Sternberg, 2003). This blend cultivates a condition that he describes
as wisdom.
Sternberg (2003) suggests that teachers should not only teach students to think
well, but to think wisely through his balance theory of wisdom. His work on this theory
stems from an observation of business leaders whom he described as well educated, but
they ultimately failed because they were unwise. “When schools teach for wisdom, they
teach students that it is not just what you know, but how you use what you know –
whether you use it for good ends or bad” (Sternberg, 2003 p. 7). He goes on to list five
fallacies that are characteristic of leaders who have not learned to think wisely: The
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fallacy of unrealistic optimism, the fallacy of egocentrism, the fallacy of omniscience, the
fallacy of omnipotence, and the fallacy of invulnerability. I personally find his work in
this area to be fascinating and an interesting read, but include it here to touch back to the
leadership dynamic of this research. It connects the work of the classroom teacher to the
ways their students interact with knowledge and the world at large. Even young students
begin to see wisdom in the lessons they learn early on in school. Sternberg’s observations
gave an added layer of meaning to the observed phenomena in this study.
It goes without saying that instructional methods impact student learning. When
taking an inventory of teacher methods and motivations for my research, I looked for the
patterns and abilities that teachers concentrated on during their instruction. Analysis,
creativity, and practicality, all appeared to be key ingredients in an autonomy-conducive
instructional environment in the same way that they are instrumental in cultivating
expertise. Experts are creative, analytical, and practical when executing tasks with great
competency and dexterity. Autonomous students begin to take on the very first
burgeoning steps toward expertise, slowly growing in knowledge toward mastery. Middle
school seems to be at a good place to start looking for these early signs because of the
push at this level for students to act more independently as self-driven learners.
Alexander (2003) developed an alternative model for analyzing the stages of
development from neophyte to expert derived from extensive research in knowledge
acquisition, strategic processing, and motivation as they relate to expertise. In her model
of domain learning (MDL), she describes three stages of expertise development ranging
from acclimation to competence, and ultimately proficiency/ expertise (Alexander, 1997).
“Although sharp contrasts between experts and neophytes are useful starting points, it is
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the subtle and significant transformations that occur between those extremes that are
central to the MDL” (Alexander, 2003 p. 10). These starting points act as references,
learning mile markers so to speak. These points become useful touchstones for educators
seeking to monitor growth and development as their students build an understanding of
content, skills, and expertise. Alexander (2003) states that the MDL’s greatest benefit
over the more traditional approaches lies within its overall attempt to improve learning
and teaching. Its aim is to refine the instructional process with a keen eye toward
improving methods in use. Expertise becomes an integral component connecting the
multiple facets of theory involved in this study to the observable phenomena that I wish
to explore. Adaptive expertise allows the learner to internalize the anticipated
expectations of the more knowledgeable other in the same way that students grow within
Vygotsky’s (1978) zone of proximal development. The guidance of the teacher is made
part of the mental model so the student can predict what the teacher might say to help the
student bolster the performance without the teacher actually being there.
When considering notions of students constructing meaning, influences and
guidance of more knowledgeable others and the development of a keen awareness of
one’s own mental processes, these elements do not exist within a vacuum and they
certainly do not function alone. All of the factors discussed so far involve a process of
forming mental models based upon the anticipated expectations of others. One unifying
concept that ties many of these seemingly divergent theoretical components together is
the phenomenon that Oura and Hatano (2001) describe as adaptive expertise.
Their study cleverly used research into expert and novice pianists to apply
concepts of learning to the broader instructional process at large, extending well beyond
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the musical setting. The concert-class pianists in their study demonstrated that they
possessed internalized mental models of the generalized audience as well as highly
specialized mental models of peers and even mentors, whose responses and feedback
were constantly monitored for regulation of performance. This ties directly to the
metacognitive processes and concepts of self-regulation that we will explore in the next
section. Oura and Hatano (2001) describe these models as a “culture-in-the-mind” and
just like external incarnations of culture, they develop unique expectations and highly
customized criteria for success.
Learners make mental models of their peers, their audience, their mentors, and
many others. These internalized models help them to adapt what they’ve learned to the
performance of tasks to meet the expectations of the models. Mastery of concepts and
methods do not necessarily guarantee an excellent performance (Oura & Hatano, 2001).
More nuanced criteria must be developed for refinement, even artistry in execution.
Teachers and students both have their own sets of mental models, their own private
audiences that they play to when challenged to show expertise in a given area. I cannot
help but connect these concepts back to my discussion of the faculty room and the silence
surrounding the methods of autonomy. Middle school teachers, like the piano students,
have all been trained to perform. Exploring these mental audiences may be very telling
when it comes to students. In another regard, there may be equal opportunity to glean
insight into the specific mental models that teachers create and revise. It would be
interesting to observe how they refine their own teaching strategies to meet the
expectations of the experts in their minds, so to speak.
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Self-Regulation. In academic studies, steps of questioning, planning, and
adjusting are shared elements of what Bandura (1991) terms, self-regulation or selfregulated learning (SRL). He observes that human behavior is extensively moderated and
regulated by the ongoing exercise of self-influence (Bandura, 1991). This most-basic
understanding is rooted in child psychology and calls for an analysis of developmental
factors that impact the learner as an isolated participant working with the teacher to
acquire skills and knowledge. The concept of self-regulation is exemplified in a student’s
effort to control and moderate how each learning event is approached. Regulation refers
to the self-allotted time and energy to be afforded on each aspect of the learning process.
The learner is constantly taking inventory of the operations in motion, while assessing the
cost and gain values related in finding an ultimate solution. This control of resources
along with the time and energy spent on each operation, influences learning based on
previous expenditures and their perceived reward in an effort-based system of economy.
In short, students consider the value of what they gain in relation to the energy expended
(cost) for the performance of that task.
This is only the superficially observable component. Bandura (1991) offers a
deeper view of what he thinks is really going on under the surface. Motivation plays a
large role in these causal processes and Bandura (1991) identifies the valuation of
activities to act as a strong intrinsic motivator. Simply put, people invest less effort into
activities that do not directly impact their welfare or sense of self-efficacy. He submits
that students must authentically value what is being taught in order to engage in the
learning and make it meaningful. Useful instruction that impacts the learner directly
creates buy-in and fosters a genuine care for the content being explored.
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When discussing Bandura’s (1991) concepts of motivation, one would be remiss
having ignored his concepts of merit and overall self-efficacy. Self-efficacy describes an
individual’s belief in their own ability to hold influence over the events that impact one’s
life and one’s ability to control the way events are experienced (Bandura, 1993). Such an
understanding is empowering by nature lending advocacy and agency to the individual
when it comes to engaging in learning processes. This sense of agency can be distinctly
empowering for students who often view the world as completely random (Cole, 2006).
Achieving success can also bolster motivation. Bandura’s (1991) concept of merit taps
into these internalized processes of intrinsic motivation.
Most people value the feeling of successfully completing a task whether it is a
crossword puzzle or writing a term paper. The feeling of accomplishment, or merit, is a
stronger incentive than extrinsic rewards that often have limited motivational impact.
Although this brief summary merely touches upon the surface of his roughly seventy-year
body of work, Bandura’s (1991) notions of self-regulated learning can be viewed in this
study as observable elements of student autonomy. Students naturally have control over
the amount of effort they will put forth in order to accomplish a goal. Quality of work and
time on task are two indicators for observation. An observer may even be able to discern
what students value by witnessing the overall quality and amount of time spent on an
instructional task and how invested students are when engaged in that task. This study
asked the participating teachers to look for these factors in their own students’ work and
to share their observations with the PLC.
Over time, the adaptive expertise discussed in the previous section becomes
important for older students to develop into more independent, self-regulating learners.
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As they mature, students develop expertise in meeting the anticipated expectations of
their teachers and peers (They use cyclical action plans to establish personal goals while
taking into account their own thought processes and learning styles, even without a full
understanding of the process at work) according to Zimmerman (2000) who explored
these facets of Bandura’s work. Self-regulation is a key element of student autonomy
since students take on a share in controlling the learning processes. These steps are subtle
in each advancing grade and become distinctively different in the middle school setting
owing to the rigor and overall diversity of expectations that vary from classroom to
classroom. Students are motivated to adapt to these raised expectations as a means of
signifying individual status and identity. The earlier discussion of intrinsic motivation
touched upon the importance of setting intrinsic goals. Zimmerman’s (2000) research
examines a small segment of Bandura’s voluminous work, narrowing his focus and
describing self-regulated learning as a method for setting personal goals using selfgenerated feelings, thoughts, and actions as factors in a cyclical plan. Pintrich (2004)
goes further, enumerating four distinct assumptions derived from SRL. He assumes that
learners will work as actively engaged participants in the learning process without
straying from the task at hand and that they will construct meaning by using information
that is readily available in their immediate environment. He assumes that learners have
the ability to regulate (or control) aspects of their own thinking as well as their behavior,
and can even change their surroundings when needed.
A third assumption acknowledges that learners will set reference points
(benchmark indicators) to measure progress toward goals (Pintrich, 2004). This
establishment of specific, measurable criteria instinctively leads to the fourth assumption,
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that students develop mechanisms, which mediate the connections between the learner,
the context, and the overall goal. In short, self-regulating learners set clear goals, take
into consideration the features of their environment, and actively change their thought
processes in order to adapt and meet the circumstances at hand (Pintrich, 2004). Studentdriven teaching methods like SRL emphasize student autonomy as a bedrock foundation
of the learning process. These models are designed to challenge students to make
personal meaning out of open-ended projects, in essence constructing an intimate
understanding of the targeted content. I looked for telltale signs just like these to discern
the methods being used to cultivate student autonomy.
Motivation
Self-Determination Theory (SDT). Self Determination Theory (Deci & Ryan,
2000) examines human motivation through a lens of innate psychological and
physiological needs. Under this micro theory, the need for autonomy, competence, and
relatedness are essential for understanding an individual’s drive for learning. This
considers unique factors for each goal beyond the basic economy of effort versus reward.
Multiple components are part of an unspoken calculation, considering social context,
quality of work, and varying degrees of need satisfaction. These offer greater insight
beyond the simple framing of motivation as mere blend of intrinsic and extrinsic rewards,
but as a satiation of certain needs (Deci & Ryan, 2000). SDT considers student
motivation as part of an individual’s identity, an essential aspect impacting learner’s
sense of self at the core. The individual’s natural need acts as impetus to gain autonomy,
relatedness, and overall competence. The balance of these factors sets the stage for the
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researcher to observe different types of effort, quality, and expenditure, for different
types of goals.
Traditionally, observations of motivation looked only toward the concept of
utility taking a simplistic economic view of effort expenditure versus rewards to
determine the quality of effort put forth for tasks with seemingly similar importance to
the learner. SDT parses the specific content of goals (outcomes) and the distinct
regulatory processes that are used in pursuit of those goals (Deci & Ryan, 2000). This
differentiation helps to predict outcomes by focusing on the efforts applied as a result of
satisfying internal psychological needs and their intrinsic value to the learner when
pursuing personally desired outcomes. SDT works to supplement the classic cognitive
theories that seek to understand the true motivation of learners. Those factors become
foundational indicators for understanding how students approach learning. The
psychological fulfillment of needs goes beyond mere functionality and takes into account
a more complex system of mental valuation. SDT works in tandem with the cognitive
frames to give added clarity helping researchers understand driving factors that compel
students to work autonomously and independently. Such psychological needs are
considered essential to understanding the content and process of working toward specific
outcomes or as Deci and Ryan (2000) describe them as the what and why of goal pursuits.
Self-determination theory, falls under the broader category of needs theories.
Such theories look toward the innate needs of the learner for motivations for learning and
needs specifically meaning, “(The) innate psychological nutriments that are essential for
ongoing psychological growth, integrity, and well-being” (Deci & Ryan, 2000 p. 229).
Considered an organismic dialectical metatheory, SDT differs from the traditional drive
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theories of motivation where organisms react to psychological deficits or disturbances
that act as impetus for remediation and a return to “quiescence” (Deci & Ryan, 2000). In
contrast to this passive reactionary point of view, SDT views the learner as dynamic and
proactively driven by a necessity to satisfy personal needs. Under this theory,
unsatisfactory or unfulfilling activities lead to substandard (non-optimal) results. In the
classroom, this would look like a last minute poster project or phoned-in homework
assignment with perfunctory effort involved.
Drive theories relate motivation as a response to a deficit like hunger or
weariness. Such perspectives are quickly becoming anachronisms in today’s
understanding of the learning processes. Reformed teaching breaks away from the oversimplistic nature of the drive-theories to take into consideration more complex, human
characteristics. In the traditional drive theory, deficits drive behavior as motivation. Often
criticized for being too animalistic, these lenses view examples like eating simply to
satisfy hunger or taking a nap to restore one’s energy as universal examples of
applicability. This helps to explain why a truly starving individual will eat nearly
anything at hand to gratify the existential need for sustaining life. Survival becomes an
urgent and overriding priority. It does not, however explain why so many people eat
when they are not hungry at all, or sleep all day from plain old lethargy.
Needs-based theories take into consideration the desire and satisfaction of the
individual’s natural requirements whether it be physical, emotional, or social fulfillment.
Continuing with the previous example, hunger varies in all sorts of situations. An
individual does not feel compelled to grasp the nearest protein sustenance at every
instance of hunger, which would be absurd (one pictures Bram Stoker’ Renfield, chasing
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his spiders and flies). The process is far more dynamic than presented in the classic point
of view. Countless other factors are at play in even the most relatable circumstances. In
education, just as in the culinary arts, factors such as the capacity to influence the
selection of foods available, having a diverse choice of cuisine, and a conscious
awareness of the vast likelihood that one, will indeed, be dining again at some point in
the near future, are only a few of the factors that help to determine the urgency and the
quality of the meal (as well as the effort expended in obtaining such sustenance).
SDT offers context as means of understanding student motivation as described by
their teachers within the PLC. Motivation is a key factor in learning and understanding
what drives students to take on ownership of their academic performances and
responsibilities. It may be instrumental in further linking pedagogical theory to practice
since the lion’s share of research exploring student autonomy is focused on student
motivation. SDT views the need for learning as being just as essential to an individual’s
well being as eating. These innate emotional, social, and psychological, needs are not
optional for learners and act as motivating factors determining the quality and quantity of
effort put forth by the individual student. In the classroom, these factors impact how
students value instruction and how well they will engage in acquiring new skills and
knowledge.
Stage-Environment Fit. Since motivation is such a dominant area of
investigation in educational research, understanding the prevalent voices in the
conversation help situate the teachers’ responses from this case study within the
contemporary dialogue and major influences surrounding the topic. Teachers witness
student motivation wax and wane on a daily basis, yet they still struggle to clearly distil
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the nature of what truly motivates their students. The concept is just as complex as the
students experiencing these ups and downs. Eccles and others (1993) have a vastly
different take on student motivation, especially when it comes to the middle school
population. She hypothesizes that the “excessive turmoil during adolescent years is the
result of a ‘mismatch’ between the adolescent’s stage and the social environment
experience,” (Eccles et al, 1993 p.475). Stage-Environment fit is based upon the previous
work of Lewin (1951) who observed that motivation is negatively impacted when
individuals are in surroundings that do not meet their needs. Later, Hunt (1975) expanded
on this idea by exploring the paradigm of person-environment fit, focusing on the
environmental needs of an individual, rather than a generalized stage of development.
Hunt (1975) specifically narrowed the focus on middle school students, matching
the supports needed by each learner to the offerings within the learning environment. He
described the importance of teachers taking the needs/ supports of the students into
consideration far beyond the immediate demands, calling for teachers to consider the
structural supports for student learning as an evolving continuum, requiring active
planning to accommodate the foreseeable changing needs. The supports must decrease as
rigor and mastery increase, harkening back to the Vygotskian constructivism, ZPD and
the role of the more knowledgeable other discussed before. In fact this perspective adds a
confirming point of view to the broader concept of the scaffolding techniques, which
have become fundamentally ubiquitous within the modern classroom.
Locus of Control. The locus of control (LOC) is a psychological concept
developed by Rotter (1966, 1975) specifically looking for the locus (meaning location or
place) of perceived control on behalf of the individual. Rotter created a scale ranging
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from an internal (I) to an external (E) sense of control using 23 paired statements in an
instrument designed to gauge an individual’s sense of personal influence over their
circumstances. The scale ranges from 0 to 23 with the lowest score (0) being the least
oriented in having an impact on their success and 23 being the most aligned with having
an internal sense of controlling one’s personal achievement. Lefcourt (2000), a student of
Rotter, describes the locus of control as “the predominant construct in personality
research during the 1970s and 1980s.” (p. 68). From a social learning theory perspective,
This sense of control is similar to Bandura’s (1977) concept of self-efficacy mentioned
earlier in this chapter, tapping also into his work on self-regulation, the process of
gauging the effort put forth by the learner in order to achieve success when there is a
sense that the effort will pay off in the end (and will ultimately be worth the cost).
This locus of control is one of several factors being described as student
autonomy. The idea of student ownership of academic responsibility and performance
overlaps with this concept of internalizing a sense of personal control over scholastic
achievement. Building such an orientation may even be essential to cultivating an
autonomous learner, however it is not the totality of the phenomenon. Feeling a sense of
agency in the learning process and having a highly internalized orientation toward LOC
is an important part of cultivating the ownership of responsibility found in highly
autonomous students along with several other factors. It does not account for the
sociocultural dynamics of learning where students make shared meaning together with
outside influences, watching and internalizing the performance of others (including
teachers and peers) who model desirable skills and behavior (Bandura, 1977), helping to
determine what is valued. It also does not address the internalized mental models
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described in adaptive expertise (Alexander, 1997, 2003, 2017) or which expectations
were being internalized as Oura and Hatano (2001) described as an imagined audience.
Eccles (1993), Hunt (1975), and Sternberg (2003) each speak of the importance of
environments fitting the stage or the needs of the individual in order to promote a sense
of self efficacy. This may have an impact on the locus of control. If the supports are ill
fitting or inappropriate in relationship to the student’s needs, the motivation will fall off
and the student will become disengaged or even develop a learned helplessness from
repeated failures (Maier & Seligman, 1976). Hunt (1975) found the transitional first year
of middle school to be especially problematic for learners since this stage is challenging
in ways beyond the curriculum. Eccles (1993) adds that coursework rigor and academic
expectations may not be overly challenging and academics can be overshadowed by
social, sexual, and structural development that begin at this transitional time of life.
Eccles and others (1993) bring the psychological and physiological perspective to
forefront of the conversation in what she terms the person-environment fit, adding the
benefit of indicators from the child’s stage of growth. She suggests that the characteristics
of the developmental stage can be instrumental in cultivating an environment that is
conducive to highly motivated learning (Eccles et al, 1993). Such an observation can help
give context to teachers that make accommodations for the developing adolescents in
their classrooms. My subjects may exhibit signs of adjusting expectations and supports as
students physically, psychologically, and emotionally, grow into their new environment. I
looked for signs of teachers taking a step back, viewing the larger picture at hand, and
examining practices suited to match the needs of the population at this developmental
stage. These may extend further beyond the developmental stage and include more
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personal considerations as well as the social and emotional considerations that I will
describe later on (Chapter 6). Taking such a nuanced critical look at all components
within the curricula (both written and unwritten) leads me to my next lens, critical
pedagogy.
Critical Pedagogy
Critical theorists challenge the very nature of what is taught in public schools, by
questioning the motivations behind the curriculum. They question who decides what is
valued by society and which skills should be replicated by the next generation of learners
(Macleod, 2008). Critical pedagogy (Friere, 1970 & Giroux, 2011) examines the “hows”
and “whys” at work within an organization in the same way that metacognition explores
the learning processes of the mind. The two are linked by the element of self-monitoring
and self-awareness that is required in each. Applying such lenses demands that teachers
and students alike take a step outside of the process and view the functions as a whole in
a larger context. Such reflection views the concept of student autonomy as student
empowerment in the same way that metacognitive elements offer an independent
awareness for students to understand how they think and learn in the hopes that they can
modify their thinking practices and develop more-effective ways of problem solving.
These perspectives offer opportunities to streamline analytical or creative processes
iteratively, using each encounter to improve upon the last.
Overlaying the critical lens from a leadership perspective is intended to empower
students and teachers alike. Critical pedagogy takes a hard look at the status quo, turning
a critical eye toward the skills and design of the current curriculum, rules, and
expectations through a lens of representation, access, and equity (Giroux, 2011). It

64

examines the values of the content, the personal values of its developers as well as those
of their socio-economic strata. Critical pedagogy compares those values with that of the
underrepresented class within the constituency, the marginalized who have no voice
within the system. Teachers have an opportunity to give a voice to the voiceless. Their
inclusion of autonomy-cultivating practices in the classroom can offer built-in agency
where student choice and self-direction are part of the everyday culture. Autonomous
students are self-driven and empowered to pursue their own values in an autonomyconducive classroom setting. Such environments not only allow students to make
learning personal, but indeed, promote student efforts to apply curricular concepts to all
kinds of culturally relevant phenomena.
Although they form the very essence of the public school system, students hold
the least power out of any stakeholder group. In this regard they are marginalized with no
say in curricular design or means of implementation. Teaching using constructivist
methods and building autonomous middle school students is empowering for young
people. From a critical point of view, lessons should value the life experiences of the
individual student. Their individual and cultural knowledge is a rich source for forming
personal connections with content. Adding their voices to the development of
instructional practices offers a seat at the table, creating a sense of ownership in the
process. Freire (1970) observes that students do not arrive as empty vessels, but as
complex and often highly knowledgeable participants yearning to contribute the skills
and knowledge that they value. Challenging the status quo and drawing upon studentcentered instructional methods offers a more inclusive and therefore welcoming
environment for invested/ even engaged learners. Throughout this study, I actively
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looked for what teachers are doing to bring the children’s life experiences, family values,
and cultural identities into the learning environment and overall learning process as a
whole. I sought how they were lending cultural relevance to the discussion in order to
make the learning outcomes real, tangible, and usable in the students’ world.
Summary
In this study, student autonomy is viewed as a means of empowerment, offering
agency through a critical pedagogical perspective (Freire, 1970; Grioux, 2011),
specifically relating to the social justice elements of access and equity (Dantly & Tillman,
2010) tying together predominant theories in education by drawing from concepts like
constructivism (Vygotsky, 1978), self-determination theory (Ryan & Deci, 2017), and
stage environment fit (Eccles et al, 1993). Elements of adaptive expertise (Hatano &
Oura, 2003), self-regulation (Bandura, 1991), metacognition (Flavell, 1979), and
reformed teaching, (Piburn et al., 2000) are all foundational principles that underlie the
concept of student autonomy as well. They add much needed context to the information
that was distilled from teacher surveys, qualitative interviews, journals, document
artifacts, and field notes shared in a series of PLC meetings. A fuller description of this
study and how these touchstones will be applied in specific research methods will be
explained in greater detail within the next chapter (Chapter 3) on the methods underlying
this study design.
Teachers cultivate student autonomy within an instructional environment
informed by often conflicting pedagogical disciplines of nearly every stripe. These
opposing variations provide nuance and perspective to the observable phenomena at
hand. Just as a forensic crime scene investigator uses alternative light sources and angles
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to see details that were, at first, invisible to the naked eye. I sought to find the clues,
hidden from sight and captured in the coded analysis of data gathered directly from the
source. The elements of each lens in my theoretical framework offers a constellation of
attached theoretical associations providing context to seemingly isolated findings and
allowing them to fluoresce under examination in the light of the theoretical context
discussed in this chapter.
It is imperative that autonomous students have the power to impact their
environment, how it is perceived and how it can be changed to meet their needs
(Sternberg, 1997). This can be through student choice of assignments, peer collaboration,
or evident agency in the classroom, where an individual’s concerns are heard and
addressed. Valuing multicultural connections and appreciating diverse perspectives can
be hallmarks of an autonomous, empowered classroom (Giroux, 2011). It is essential that
these elements are evident and pervasive in role models that embody these norms, values,
and procedures, in both the intended and hidden curricula (Martin, 1976). Such
representations of expertise, in turn, create mental models that students internalize as they
grow to become emerging experts in their own right (Hatano & Oura, 2003).
There appears to be an area in the research for further exploration into the
techniques being used in the field by middle school teachers, administrators, parents, and
even the students themselves to build autonomy-supportive practices. Perhaps even a
possible application using a refined version of this same professional learning community
structure as a form of professional development in other middle schools (a concept
brought up by the study participants and explored further in Chapter five). Such insight
can be instrumental in developing schools that understand the value of autonomy and
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build organizational structures to support teacher efforts, and overall implementing a
school-wide culture of empowerment, access, and equity. A culture that not only values
self-driven learners but also helps to create them by equipping colleagues with strategies
tied to useable theory. My intent is to empower fellow teachers by opening a dialogue
regarding instructional practices and nesting that conversation within rich contextual
theory based in the academic literature described above.
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Chapter 3
Method
As I described in the previous chapter, it has been my experience that middle
school teachers value student autonomy and they rarely have the opportunity to share
their methods for cultivating this autonomy with peers. I used the collaborative forum
found in a professional learning community (PLC) to provide just such an opportunity. In
this PLC, a group of nine middle school teachers met over the course of six weeks during
the third quarter of the 2020/ 2021 school year. These meetings served as a means for
participants to go through the predominant theory published in this area of academic
research (mainly the literature described in Chapter 2) and discuss their lived experiences
in the time before and during the COVID-19 pandemic. I introduced the theoretical
framework and research from the literature review (of what at that time was Chapter 2 of
this study in proposal phase) to the participants in information sessions during the first
meetings of the PLC. I used slides and digital copies of the source materials themselves
to promote a nuanced discussion and establish a shared vocabulary amongst members. As
topics emerged during the discussions, related content that matched similar ideas were
reintroduced to help explore teacher sentiment and provide context for discussion.
This case study of teachers in a single middle school in the mid-Atlantic region of
the United States sought to understand what educators were doing to foster autonomy and
their reasoning behind the specific methods of choice. I used an initial pre-PLC survey,
exit interviews, document artifacts, and journaling (by the participants) to provide context
to teacher responses as they emerged. This qualitative study borrowed from several
modes of research and those resources will be described in the subsequent sections
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below. Qualitative study was an ideal approach since I was looking to gain a layered
understanding of this part of the human experience (Josselson, 2013). I sought to
understand the personal experiences of each participant, as Corbin and Strauss (2008)
state, “Qualitative research allows researchers to get at the inner experience of
participants, to determine how meanings are formed through and in culture, and to
discover rather than test variables” (Corbin & Strauss, 2008, p. 12). I was looking to the
written and unwritten curriculum, which foster autonomy at the middle school level to
help understand the reasoning behind the choices teachers made each day.
The goal of this study was to capture the current methods used by these teachers,
not only under traditional circumstances, but in the virtual and hybrid settings brought on
by the pandemic. To be clear, I was not only looking for the teachers’ methods, but for
their unique insights as well. Their experiences in the classroom offered a nexus for study
where pedagogical theory met practical reality. This blend of teacher experiences and
methods in use helped give context to the instructional choices. This seismic shift in
education offered a rare opportunity to reflect upon the choices made since March of
2020 and how student autonomy changed following the initial outbreak. The teachers
held the key to understanding the whats and whys of autonomy supportive choices during
such unprecedented times.
Research During COVID-19
Since the original inception of this study, the world was met with a pandemic
crisis that challenged governments and healthcare systems across the globe. The novel
coronavirus, COVID-19, caused a major disruption in the daily functions of society.
States shut down public school systems, limiting the size of congregations of any kind,
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and mandating social distancing measures to mitigate this contagion. My initial research
design was adapted to meet these unprecedented circumstances. Classroom observations,
once part of my original plan were no longer a viable means of data collection during this
crisis. Since observations were not possible, I revised the study to accommodate these
circumstances. This was the driving force in selecting this PLC-informed qualitative
interview case study approach.
Originally classroom observations were to be conducted after teacher interviews
to observe the phenomena discussed in action. These were intended to implement the
reformed teaching observation protocol (Piburn et al., 2000). The protocol offered
observational criteria based on well-grounded, peer-reviewed research that was intended
to give added context to the interview responses and observed phenomena. The
observable criteria and contents of the RTOP have still been applied to this study. The
fundamental elements and definitions found in this protocol offered grounded context for
coding interview and survey responses. RTOP was used as a vetted established resource
for practical analysis of current praxis.
Research Questions
The main research question driving this study is, “What is the experience of
teachers taking part in a professional learning community focusing on student autonomy
within one school in the mid-Atlantic region of the United States, specifically during
COVID-19?” I sought to uncover the major concepts surrounding this phenomenon,
including how teachers perceived student autonomy and what factors were conducive to
fostering this trait within their students. The following sub-questions helped to gain a
more complete understanding of the teachers’ experiences as they related to learner
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autonomy:
1. What methods do the middle school teachers in this PLC use to foster autonomy?
2. What is the rationale supporting the teachers’ choices when choosing methods for
building autonomy? Which pedagogical theories are represented by these choices?
3. How do teachers motivate students to be autonomous?
4. How has COVID-19 and remote instruction impacted student autonomy?
Role of Researcher/ Worldview
As a seventh grade teacher, I have a distinct familiarity with the unique demands
that students face at the middle school level. So many colleagues lament a sense of
frustration when students sidestep responsibility and fail to take on ownership of their
scholastic workload. Whether asking for the minimal requirement for a passing grade,
putting off deadlines to the last minute, or asking “What are we doing today?” when the
daily learning target, and lesson agenda are clearly written on the board (just as they were
each and every day). Middle school is a highly transitional environment where students
are rapidly growing into the young adults, which they will be for the rest of their lives. In
the end, every teacher realizes that their students will not be in their classroom forever.
One day the learners will need to stand on their own; self-driven, self-sufficient, and
taking ownership of their performance as well as their responsibilities. Autonomy offers
agency in a competitive world and, from my personal perspective, provides a strong step
toward success.
It has been my experience that independence and autonomy are part of the overall
culture in middle school. To me, it seems self-driven learners have a distinct advantage
over more passive students. I view independence as an essential, character-building
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quality in a learner of any age. Students that quickly adapt and take ownership of their
responsibilities seem to thrive throughout middle school with less disciplinary measures
or need for parent intervention. It has also been my experience that teachers at the middle
school level have an expectation of working with their students directly to address issues
of behavior or academic performance, often showing disdain for hovering parents who
remove all accountability from the individual learner, or worse, place that onus on the
teacher. This understanding begs the question of what are teachers thinking about (in
terms of theory) when it comes to cultivating this accountability. It sets the stage for my
role as researcher looking to find examples of strategies for the benefit of teachers and
school leaders alike.
I sought to elicit meaningful responses from teachers for the benefit of other
educators. Qualitative interviews take on an exploration of the subjects as actors rather
than witnesses (Josselson, 2013). As a researcher, I explored how teachers interpret and
construct meaning when it comes to the concept of student autonomy. I endeavored to
tear down the walls that hide away the strategies used for cultivating student autonomy.
My role as an interviewer and observer was to crystallize the findings and give context to
emerging practices within a rich conversation of theory, leadership, and social justice.
A Professional Learning Community Case Study
This case study of teachers in a middle school professional learning community
used a preliminary survey instrument, a review of documentary artifacts (such as
classroom rules/ expectations and lesson plans, etc.) and qualitative interviews, exploring
the ways teachers choose to cultivate student autonomy in their classrooms as well as the
reasoning behind their instructional choices. The case study methodology is one of the
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most frequently used in academic research (Yazan, 2015). This study follows Stake’s
(1995) case study methodology where epistemologically, the researcher serves as a
gatherer of information and an interpreter, constructing knowledge as it emerges from the
qualitative measures.
This constructivist approach is not limited to the researcher, but applies also to the
consumer of the research, the anticipated audience for whom it was intended (Stake,
1995). In Stake’s view the researcher presents multiple, sometimes competing
perspectives, which the reader ultimately determines the best interpretation of the facts
presented. The reader will note that often the teachers’ give descriptions that seem to
conflict with the very sentiments they are espousing. In chapters four and five of this
study, I have offered a rather large amount of the participants’ dialogue and statements
directly from the teachers’ mouths in order for the reader to make the final interpretation.
I chose to use a case study approach based on a professional learning community
(PLC) (DuFour, DuFour, & Eaker, 2012) in order to tap into elements often associated
with an intervention study or action research (AR) committee. I did not fully commit to
either of those models since there was no prominent issue at hand which demanded
remedy nor was there any observable rationale for the length of study that AR requires. A
PLC offered the ideal setting, an environment that was collaborative and supportive by
nature, and a collegial familiarity that had the potential to unveil meaningful revelations
(DuFour, DuFour, & Eaker, 2012), which could be discussed and analyzed amongst
fellow professionals. Such a setting was empowering not only to the participants, but also
to the study itself by tapping into the distinct expertise and knowledge base that was
unique to the participants as professional educators. They brought an extraordinary
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benefit to this study, helped make meaning from their shared experiences, and they often
applied that meaning to their teaching between sessions. The PLC was a place to discuss
methods and reasoning with peers while tying their techniques to major theories and
themes in the research, a benefit for all.
PLC meeting notes, surveys, document artifacts, and qualitative interviews were
compared with teacher reported scenarios and discussed in terms derived from the
Reformed Teaching Observation Protocol (RTOP) (Piburn et al., 2000) to help
triangulate the findings, give examples of the phenomena discussed, or to offer additional
points of view to help understand how teachers were cultivating student autonomy at the
middle school level. RTOP provided a touchstone for evaluating these samples using
defined criteria for autonomy-supportive/ constructivist methods as a frame of reference
even though no actual observations were taking place. These criteria remain a standard in
the field of education and I relied upon its established characteristics for identifying tools
and practices that were engaging, rigorous, and conducive to constructing knowledge for
the individual learner.
In the PLC sessions, teachers shared their experiences during each week. They
openly discussed their methods in a supportive environment and how each faired in their
implementation of autonomy-supportive measures during the pandemic. The survey was
designed to capture their initial perceptions upon entering the PLC during the first session
and was used to start the conversation in the first few weeks. It was also coded and used
as a point of reference to see how the initial sentiments may have changed (or grown) by
the closing interviews. The PLC experience served as a point of reflection for those
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involved and acted in a way similar to an intervention study, but without a specific
problem to tackle.
Although the intervention format was not what I had formally implemented for
this research, I found that the stressors and challenges of teaching (and simply living)
through the pandemic brought on a feeling of a looming problem. The collaboration and
camaraderie of the PLC offered beneficial characteristics that I had not considered at the
onset of the research. I intended for this PLC to benefit the participants, their students,
and the school as a whole, while we explored the current methods in use for cultivating
such autonomy. It was my aim to benefit those participants and gain from their
perspectives to bring their experiences to a wider audience of teachers and academic
leaders, but as the following chapters will reveal, there were specific benefits that I could
not have foreseen.
Setting/ Participants (Study Sample)
This study took place in a mid-sized suburban middle school in the mid-Atlantic
region of the United States with four smaller elementary-level sending districts feeding
into a grade 7-12 regional school district. This district also served a sizable military
population from a joint service installation nearby. Set in a rural/ suburban area, this
district was part of an inter-district public school choice program and accepted a limited
number of students each year offering access to its renowned agricultural science
programs. The middle school alone had just over 800 students. According to the state
(redacted) department of education (DOE, 2019) the middle school only had 13% of the
population was identified as economically disadvantaged, 19% of the students were
classified as having diagnosed disabilities, and only 1% were English language learners.
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There were 65 teachers in the middle school, 80% were female and 20% male.
The student to teacher ratio was 13:1 and the average teacher’s experience was 12 years
(DOE, 2019). In a racial/ ethnic group breakdown of the school population, the majority
identified as White (61%), the second largest group identified as Hispanic (13%), and a
third highest group, Asian (13%). The fourth highest identified as Black or African
American (9%) (DOE, 2019). The rest were not in any specified category (4%).
The advertised per pupil cost was roughly $15,000 per student as of the
2019/2020 school year (DOE, 2019). The seventh and eighth grade classes were
comprised of over 400 students each and used an interdisciplinary learning group model
of instruction where students were placed in subsets called teams. Seventh grade had
three teams, each with its own math, science, English language arts, and global studies
teachers. All other specialized courses including electives (foreign languages, music,
band, art, theater, etc.) were considered “off-team” since the one teacher (per grade level)
taught all students in that content area. These teams helped alleviate congestion and
confusion in the hallways while fostering a more-intimate learning experience for the
students within such a large population.
Participants
In this district, the teaching faculty reported having mostly positive experiences
with PLCs. Some initiatives had been largely successful. Teachers had enjoyed an active
role in leadership and school governance through PLCs, which had been long established
as part of the district’s culture. There was an academic climate committee (ACC) that met
regularly and represented teachers’ concerns regarding policy, standard operating
procedures, and official protocol. Historically, other PLCs were used when rolling out
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large tech initiatives or (district-wide) building referenda so the expectations of such
collaborative environments were well established. My personal experience with other
faculty members indicated a trust in the process and a sense of value in dedicating time to
improve the school climate and policies.
I interviewed participants who were middle school teachers in the same school not
simply for convenience, but for the consistency of analysis of school culture and shared
interpretation of terminology. Selecting teachers from the same site not only logistically
simplified the sampling process, but also presented an opportunity to gain a more
cohesive look into the processes and policies of the school as a whole. I chose middle
school teachers for their specific expertise and professional insight. Their intimate level
of detail relating to student autonomy and their strong foundations of pedagogical
acumen made them ideal subjects for sampling in this area of study.
I specifically selected teachers who were not only diverse in curricular content
and length of career, but I also looked to those of whom I was professionally aware. I was
especially interested in those who possessed widely differing instructional styles, looking
also for diversity in race, gender, and a whole range of personalities. I approached
teachers who I felt would represent the widest range of perspectives as possible even if
they were somewhat contradictory in areas and aligned in others. Stake’s case study
approach takes into consideration the readers’ role in interpreting and constructing
knowledge from findings featuring diverse perspectives. He states, “there are multiple
perspectives or views of the case that need to be represented, but there is no way to
establish, beyond contention, the best view” (Stake, 1995, p. 108). I sought to provide
the reader with as diverse a sample as was available in order for them to construct their
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own meaning. As Yazan (2015) observes, “From a Stakian viewpoint, constructivism and
existentialism (non-determinism) should be the epistemologies that orient and inform the
qualitative case study research since ‘most contemporary qualitative researchers hold that
knowledge is constructed rather than discovered’ (Stake, 1995, p. 99)” (Yazan, 2015,
p.6). Since the teachers in the PLC were constructing their own shared understanding of
the emerging phenomena and I, as the researcher, interpreted their discussions through
my constructed meaning (lenses), it seemed an ideal approach to provide the reader with
the widest range of responses available for them to derive the most meaning from this
study.
Indeed I also sought participants who were able to provide in-depth knowledge of
their instructional techniques used at the middle school level. Since the research objective
was to explore teacher sentiment in fostering student autonomy, a focused sampling of
teachers who taught a variety of subjects in seventh and eighth grade seemed appropriate.
A purposeful sampling scheme was suitable considering the small sample size of the
study (Rossman & Rallis, 2012). The diminutive sample size aligned with the research
questions and objectives in this qualitative design (Onwuegbuzie & Collins, 2007),
having more than nine participants in any group gathering tends to become too
cumbersome. In order to strike a balance of viewpoints and avoid potential
misrepresentation of the findings, teachers were asked to participate according to their
professional area of expertise (content taught), length of tenure, and willingness to share
their experiences with this study (Rubin & Rubin, 2012). A single-stage sampling
procedure (Creswell & Clark, 2014) was used and the names of the participants were
identified prior to the interviewing process in order to guarantee that both non-tenured
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and veteran teachers who currently taught middle school populations were included in
this study.
The interview process was conducted in the participants’ natural environment
(Rossman & Rallis, 2012; Maxwell, 2013), within the middle school setting both face to
face, and electronically, through virtual meeting software (Google Meet), depending on
the comfort level and preference on behalf of the interviewee. For this study, I intended
to take on a more collaborative (as opposed to a coercive) role while interacting with
participants. As a colleague, I was mindful to build several steps within the process to
ensure that mutual respect was cultivated and maintained in order to foster a positive
relationship throughout our time together. Honoring the time limits, keeping reminders to
a minimum, and simply being flexible toward their needs, were some ways that I made
sure to show each participant that they were respected and valued as part of the learning
community.
Teachers were an essential part of this study and at all times were regarded as
valuable sources of information. They were viewed as key partners in the learning
process. It was essential that they felt heard so that their perceptions could be clearly
understood, offering unique insight into the topics discussed. I developed a set of
research questions that offered a deeper understanding of the problem rather than forming
opinionated, emotionally charged double-barreled questions. I avoided terminology that
would be targeted, coercive, or unfairly one-sided (Fink, 2013; Maxwell, 2013). The
collaborative and empowering tone surrounding observations, surveys and interviews,
allowed for genuine participant input and a means of collecting valuable information that
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I may not have otherwise anticipated (Maxwell, 2013) in the hopes of cultivating a
mutually beneficial experience for all involved.
My meeting notes served as a means of capturing important details during the
PLC sessions. I actively made every effort to protect the confidentiality of participants
and their contributions to the study. My plans called for participant input into selecting
ideal conditions for interview meetings (time and location) and even our area of seating
during exit interviews (some of which were conducted face-to-face). The semi-structured
interviews by nature had built-in opportunities to probe emotionally sensitive areas for
study and were based on the collaborative foundation of a trusting relationship (Rubin &
Rubin, 2012). When delivering interview questions, I practiced asking the items
separately prior to the participant interview to assure that my tone was accepting and
open-minded. It was important that the questions not be seen as coercive, mechanical, or
demeaning, (or in any way that would have been perceived as negative) in order to
protect the data collection process in this study.
Research Design
The PLC offered a unique opportunity to capture an authentic sense of the
teachers’ experiences with student autonomy, their understanding of the key components
and exposure to the academic research at large. Such an open environment allowed for
refinement of general understandings regarding what had been studied in this area already
and established agreed upon definitions for the phenomena discussed. As a middle school
teacher, working under the same pandemic conditions, Stake’s model provided an ideal
method for my interpretations of the teachers’ experiences.
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Each week followed the stages featured in Putnam, Gunnings-Motom, and
Sharp’s (2020) PLC process. Their five stages, were adapted from a PLC intended to
address harassment, intimidation, and bullying (HIB) amongst colleagues in a work
environment. The stages were retooled to meet the needs of this study and included
beginnings (introducing the concept and schedule), then establishing expectations
(working with the participants to define mutual goals and rules). Next we identified
means/ methods for fostering student autonomy), and then supported the expansion of the
PLC to meet the needs of the members and try out the methods discussed. The final stage,
transitioned to the closing of the PLC process and prepared for the final exit interviews
(see Appendix D for a full description of the weekly breakdown of the format).
An initial survey of teacher perceptions was collected before the first meeting to
gain a sense of the participants’ general impressions regarding autonomy. Six weekly
meetings comprised of nine teachers were convened to discuss the teachers’ experiences
as active observers and practitioners of student autonomy-supportive practices. Each
session explored key areas from the literature review of this study (originally compiled
from the study proposal phase) focusing on topics including, but not limited to, the
hallmarks of student autonomy, methods for promoting self-driven learning, motivational
theories, adaptive expertise, and other phenomena associated with this theme.
I used semi-structured qualitative interviews to look for richly detailed layers of
meaning within teacher responses (Josselson, 2013). I explored which methods teachers
use to promote self-driven learners, how they motivate students to take ownership of
individual academic performance and their overall responsibilities at large. A process and
thematic blend of analysis of survey data and teacher interview responses helped to
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triangulate the findings distilled from the PLC discussions, offering greater depth of
understanding, and interrelatedness of concepts as they emerged from teacher responses.
Good research practice obligates the researcher to triangulate, that is to use
multiple methods, data sources, and researchers to enhance the validity of
research findings…it is necessary to use multiple methods and sources of data in
the execution of a study in order to withstand critique by colleagues. (Mathison,
2016, p. 13)
Audio recording, transcription, and two-cycle coding were used to distill findings from
the teachers’ responses. Survey and observation protocols helped to give broader context
and confirmation of themes. Document analysis used the same codes for all responses
when I examined artifacts such as classroom rules and expectations, student/ teacher
handbooks, weekly lesson plans, and discipline guidelines. These documents were
reviewed and coded using the same codebook as the qualitative interview responses to
offer insight and uniformity into the analysis of pro-autonomy elements within the
classroom setting and the school at large.
Teacher Interview Sample. The research sample for the entire study consisted of
nine middle school teachers from multiple disciplines and varying lengths of career;
ranging from novices to veteran teachers. The pre-survey, six-week PLC, and exit
interviews were all conducted with the same participants. Subjects were a combination of
seventh and eighth grade teachers as well as some that were shared between both grades.
I chose middle school teachers who were diverse in not only content specialization and
length of career, but also for their personal styles of teaching. As a close colleague with
professional ties (that I wish not to disclose here in the name of confidentiality) I was
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familiar with the general perception of the teachers’ styles and educational philosophies. I
selected those who represented, what I felt, were diverse attitudes and disciplines in their
classrooms in order to gain a sense of student autonomy supportive practices in various
classroom settings. I chose members who would be willing to sacrifice not only the time
and energy needed but also those who would be likely to truthfully engage in the PLC
setting. This mixed sample of seventh and eighth grade teachers was intended to add a
corresponding perspective from each phase of the transitional middle school years in the
data gathering. The teachers were specifically chosen from varying curricular content
areas to gain a broader sense of middle school teacher sentiment.
This study blended several qualitative elements together to best achieve the goal
of understanding middle school teachers’ thoughts on promoting student autonomy. Oneon-one qualitative interviews seemed a natural fit for gaining a fuller understanding of
teachers’ experiences directly from the source. This allowed them to tell me their stories
in a way that I could witness emotional connections and the personally nuanced
exchanges, providing a richer context for interpreting their verbal responses. McCracken
(1998) describes the qualitative research interview as allowing respondents, “to tell their
own story in their own terms” (p. 34) an essential part of listening to the experiences of
each participant in this study.
Teacher Survey Sample. I included a survey instrument at the start of the study to
establish a uniform sampling of each PLC member’s perceptions regarding student
autonomy as they entered into the PLC. These teachers were selected from the same
school district and were reached through email. Teachers were all full-time, licensed
classroom teachers that primarily work with middle school students. These subjects were
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asked to take part in a short survey under the condition of confidentiality. No names or
identifying information were collected using this instrument. When referred to in the
findings section (Chapter 4) they are simply listed as “RA” for respondent A, or “RB” for
respondent B as a means of masking identity. These designations were derived in the
order in which the respondents replied to each survey question and were not necessarily
representative of the same respondent across all questions.
Approaching Respondents/ Subjects. I approached interview subjects informally
by reaching out to teachers that fit the above descriptions. All participants received,
reviewed, and signed letters, explaining the expectations of the study. Colleagues were
also contacted through email with a clear declaration that participation in this study was
entirely voluntary and that there were no consequences for refusal. They were assured
that every effort was made to keep respondents’ information private and confidential
using secured files and masking identities under pseudonyms for interviews and session
participation. No personally identifiable data were reported in this study.
Data Collection
Instrumentation
Survey. I found the survey helpful for collecting the teachers’ initial perceptions
regarding student autonomy to sample how the PLC members felt before we even started
the discussion. I developed an opinion survey protocol based upon an instrument used in
a study conducted by the European Centre for Modern Languages in Graz, Austria, using
Camilleri’s (1999) Learner Autonomy: The Teachers’ Views questionnaire. An
exhaustive search for an analogous domestic study was conducted, but to no avail. This
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was the closest research that I could find on student autonomy or any related terms (i.e.
learner autonomy, student-driven learning, etc.).
The original protocol was used in research spanning several European countries
investigating teacher sentiment regarding student autonomy. In this survey, the questions
sample the importance that teachers place on individual elements of autonomy using a
numeric scale ranging from 0 (not at all) through 4 (very much). This range is then
compared to the responses of other subjects to identify similarities and disparities within
these data (see Table 1).
Camilleri’s (1999) study found that teachers felt strongly that learners should be
involved in decisions regarding the pace of the lessons. They felt that the learner should
be encouraged to find their own explanations to classroom tasks and that they should be
encouraged to find out the learning procedures in class on their own. He discerned the
most “striking” replies by observing which items teachers did not hesitate in answering in
the extreme (meaning they selected the highest or lowest indicator whether to agree or
disagree with the sentiment related in the prompt). Camilleri (1999) found that the
teachers in his study showed reluctance to introduce autonomy in the students’ taking
part in the selection of textbooks, deciding the time or place of lessons, the positioning of
desks or seating arrangements.
The teachers in his study were also reluctant to include students in decisionmaking regarding matters of discipline, keeping track of attendance/ grades for
assignment of determining the format of annual assessments. Camilleri (1999) found that
there was a profound difference between younger and older teachers in severity of
responses; the younger teachers were far less likely to select a choice option at either
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extreme, offering their answers by lesser degrees of preference. The younger teachers
also seemed to have had some experience in discussing autonomy, which he attributes to
the possibility that it had most likely been covered in their teacher preparation
coursework (Camilleri, 1999).

Table 1
Categorization of Replies (from Camilleri’s original study (1999))

Value

Reply

Interpretation

0, 1

Not at all, little

Resistance to learner autonomy

2

Partly

Negotiation between teacher and learner

3, 4

Much, Very Much

Strong support of learner autonomy

Note. Adapted from the original survey instrument (Camilleri, 1999).

The original survey was modified to include topically relevant questions pertaining to this
study’s demographics and the elements that specifically pertain to my sample, American
middle school teachers. The selection of question items that I retained from the original
survey were chosen based on responses from the European teachers in the original
sample. Feedback for items tabulated as “strong” responses (responses that either were in
favor of or were opposed to autonomy-supportive elements from the survey were given
greater consideration for further inquiry. Those below this threshold were still considered
for inclusion, but this was one added metric to help provide rationale for item selection.
The revised survey instrument has been included as Appendix B.
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Professional Learning Community. The PLC was an integral part of this study
and was, perhaps, the most time-consuming means of collecting data. The format was
intentionally not as rigorously delineated as the survey and interview protocol
instruments, but provided a great deal of responses for coding and analysis. The PLC was
comprised of nine middle school teachers who met virtually, through Google Meet, each
week, for six consecutive weeks during the third quarter of the 2020/ 2021 school year.
Fifteen teachers were originally identified as ideal candidates for this study based upon
their various content specialties and length of tenure. I purposefully approached teachers
with different backgrounds and time in career to offer a variety of perspectives and
possible applications of the collegial work within the group. After identifying the fifteen
potential participants, I approach each one with invitation letters and a verbal description
of the PLC purpose and expectations. I offered each potential participant a copy of this
dissertation’s proposal version of Chapters one through three in order to provide a fuller
understanding of the nature of the study and my overall intentions as a researcher. As I
secured the commitment of the nine, I thanked the others for their willingness to
participate and moved forward with subjects that best represented the broadest sampling
representation possible. A Google classroom was created on a secure server and the
participants were invited through individual invitation links. A copy of this proposal and
the slides from the initial proposal defense were posted as classroom materials and PLC
members were encouraged to read through and explore on their own.
The PLC Google Classroom page was used to host the essential components of
the PLC. A summary of the findings from the initial survey was used to begin the
conversation. Members were provided with weekly discussion questions that emerged
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from topics addressed in each meeting. Copies of the articles discussed from the source
materials listed in the literature review were posted for a more nuanced exploration of
various phenomena that arose and were covered in our informational slides. A detailed
summary recap was posted after each session to update any participants who could not
make the meeting or were dropped from the video call. These summaries were also coded
and used in the subsequent analysis of the themes that emerged within this study. The
teachers were encouraged to post their own documents, lesson plans, or articles of note to
share with their colleagues as well to add to our discussion.
The week before the first meeting of the PLC, the participating teachers were
asked to complete the pre-PLC survey (as mentioned above) to collect their initial
impressions regarding student autonomy upon entering the study. The first PLC meeting
included a slideshow information session with a guided notes handout offering a concise
overview of the published research in a precursory outline of those major works as
discussed in the literature review (Chapter 2). Each week, we covered more central topics
relating to student autonomy (often based on the previous week’s discussion). During
each week, participants posted responses to the discussion questions that I listed on the
Google Classroom site as a way to capture their experiences and thought processes when
reflecting on the topics throughout the week. In two of the meetings, teachers were asked
to bring in examples of their autonomy-supportive methods, student generated work
product or communications that reflected their interpretation of autonomy in action. Each
week teachers were asked to share any new attempts at cultivating autonomy, roadblocks
hindering their efforts, new observations, connections, or revelations that had emerged
since the previous meeting.
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The events of each PLC meeting were recorded using an audio recording feature
on Google Meets and the videos were stored on a secure, encrypted server. They were
destroyed after coding analysis was completed and synthesized. Otter.ai software was
used to transcribe the audio recording of each session and interview. The audio files and
transcription were reviewed simultaneously to glean the most faithful interpretation
possible when transcribing the discussion held on the virtual meeting platform. These
transcribed recordings were used to inform contemporaneous notes and research memos
written to the file and were kept for coding analysis to ensure an audit trail exists for
tracing and replicating the thought processes at work during the analysis stage.
These memos were coded using the same codebook and criteria as the document
artifacts, interviews, and surveys to help follow developments in the PLC, cataloging any
themes that emerged along the way. Informal transcripts of each meeting were made to
help develop the codebook for the thematic and process coding that was ultimately
applied with greater rigor to the interview and survey responses. I overlaid the findings
gleaned from those teacher responses with discussions and exchanges that took place
within the PLC. After each meeting, I asked teachers to scan their learning environments
for elements of autonomy as discussed in that week’s presentation in order to share with
the group for next time. Their question responses and group discussion served as the
central forum for exploring their thoughts regarding autonomy-supportive practices
acting as a touchstone for understanding the responses collected from the pre-survey and
exit interview instruments.
After each meeting I recorded my thoughts and observations in roughly threehundred-word memoranda immediately following our session using a format that I
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crafted with my dissertation committee chairperson to help give context to the new
developments, take inventory of what was new, and assess the possible areas for further
exploration. My memos were drafted using the following questions as prompts: What did
I learn today? What did I see? What was new? What surprised me today? What would I
like to know more about? These memos were intended to focus the voluminous data into
a growth-oriented process where each meeting set the stage for future exploration in the
following week.
Teacher self-reporting was reviewed through the same lens and criteria, as would
a typical classroom observation, using the reformed teaching observation protocol
(RTOP) (Piburn et al, 2000) as a metric for interpreting documentary artifacts and
personal accounts of lesson planning and implementation of instruction. This widely used
(and peer reviewed) protocol has been in use since its inception as a key instrument for
the United States National Science Foundation’s (NSF) initiative, the Arizona
Collaborative for Excellence in the Preparation of Teachers (ACEPT) which was created
to develop science and math teachers in primary and secondary teachers, but has since
been adapted to include teachers from all disciplines including the humanities. Teachers
were introduced to the RTOP during the early sessions to offer a shared vocabulary for
self-observation and analysis. A copy of the protocol was posted as a classroom material
for their reference and remained on the site for the duration of the study.
Document Artifacts. I used document artifact analysis as an auxiliary data
source. Over the course of the PLC, participants posted lesson plans, curriculum maps,
classroom expectations, and disciplinary policies, on the Google classroom page. Each
was reviewed using the same codebook developed for interpretation of interview, survey,
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and PLC responses. All identifying information was redacted to protect the anonymity of
the creator/ participants in the study. These artifacts helped frame the responses of the
participants with concrete examples to reference when discussing autonomy-supportive
elements found in daily instruction and overall classroom culture.
These artifacts were used as touchstones when discussing the school dynamics
with individual faculty members. Such details are what Hodder (2000) describes as mute
evidence, a resource where telltale signs can emerge from the printed page and support
statements made by the study participants. Document artifacts added context, meaning,
and nuance, to general examples discussed by the subjects. These documents aided in
clarifying specific instances where autonomy was present, but not necessarily obvious.
Reviewing these materials also gave me a point of reference for policy discussions as
they emerged throughout the interviews. Understanding these artifacts helped in
developing a clearer mental model of the factors at work within this environment and the
greater organization at large.
Interviews. Semi-structured qualitative interviews were conducted using a
protocol based upon a survey instrument originally crafted by the European Centre for
Modern Languages in Graz, Austria using Camilleri’s (1999) Learner autonomy: The
teachers’ views questionnaire. This instrument was modified to accommodate the specific
research questions pertaining to teacher sentiments and their preferred means of
cultivating student autonomy. The original survey instrument was a rich resource for
central questions concerning teachers’ beliefs regarding student autonomy in their
classrooms. Rather than simply asking how much teachers felt students might have a roll
in deciding workload, types of tasks, or even classroom rules, the qualitative interview
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allowed the teachers to explore their sentiments in granular detail through discussion.
Permission from the researchers was received with the caveat that a full citation would be
given to the original study as listed above (Camilleri, 1999). A full transcript of the
interview protocol for use in this study has been included as Appendix C. Many of the
questions that were originally part of Camilleri’s instrument (1999) have been
incorporated as discussion questions within the PLC’s weekly plans.
Data from survey responses, PLC memos/ transcripts as well as qualitative
interview responses were coded using Saldana’s (2015) two-cycle coding where the
initial review of these data were scanned for trends and repeated phenomena. The initial
codes emerged within these themes and became more refined into sub codes.
Overarching categories developed by grouping the first level codes during a second cycle
analysis. Thematic coding is inductive by the very nature of the analysis process where
meaning and interpretation of categories and themes emerged from the second cycle
review of the first stage codes and sub codes. Additionally, in the second cycle, deductive
coding (Saldana, 2015; Braun & Clarke, 2006) used previously established criteria to
craft a codebook based upon the three central lenses discussed in the literature review
(Chapter 2).
Observed phenomena were filtered through the context of touchstones within the
predominant research on autonomy and theory tied to autonomy-supportive practices.
The lenses were specifically selected based on shared characteristics, making them
suitable for deductive coding. A deductive code was directly linked to these previously
defined central lenses. Codes like “S motivation” (student motivation strategies), “student
choice,” or “AS Feedback” (autonomy supportive feedback) was used to tag phenomena
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tied to autonomy as they emerged from teacher responses. See Figure 2 below illustrating
Saldana’s (2015, p.13) concept of thematic coding analysis.

Figure 2
Saldana’s Thematic Coding Analysis (2015)

Note. Reprinted from Saldana, J., The Coding Manual for Qualitative Researchers,
(2015, p. 13). Copyright 2015 by Sage.

As described above, thematic analysis derives prevalent occurrences in teacher
responses and allowed for further exploration of common concepts and themes as they
coalesced. Analysis of teacher interviews used a combination of thematic, inductive, and
deductive coding through a second-cycle method. Deductive coding offered a richer
context to situate findings within constellations of meaning by applying related
phenomena and terminology in order to make meaning of the coded transcripts. Codes
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like “constructivist teaching” or “metacognition” were applied to denote these larger
associations with the teacher responses. The deductive codes came directly from key
themes in the literature.
Inductive coding analysis required codes to be clearly identified with discernable
common elements and themes within the recorded phenomena. These codes acted as tags
so to speak, isolating each instance for comparison with other similar instances. For this
process, a term-specific codebook was drafted using inductive methodology by (Saldana,
2015) recording each code and using defining criteria in memos and within the source
codebook for reliable applications of codes throughout the study. These codes were listed
alongside deductive code lists to identify the various phenomena captured from the initial
responses to the survey (and later were applied to the PLC/ interview transcripts). The
codes acted as symbols, representing predominant trends and highlighting phenomena
based upon signs and symptoms of larger trends. Codes were unique to each phenomenon
and made the prevalence, frequency, and complexity, of trends overall more readily
observable.
The coded responses were overlaid with coded data from other sources, mainly
the PLC and exit interview transcripts (supplemented by document artifacts, research
memos, and discussion question responses) to help triangulate findings. Triangulation
offered richer context to the stand-alone observations. The observed trends were then
analyzed against the backdrop of existing educational theory and practice. Such analysis
was performed with a focus on the contemporary academic literature surrounding the
concept of student autonomy, motivation, access, equity, and more. To further refine the
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context, concepts were then examined through the larger lenses of leadership and critical
pedagogy to make them applicable to today’s schools.
Ethics and Trustworthiness
Member Checking
Member checking (Stake, 1995) was included as an active part of the PLC.
Copies of the transcripts were provided by the Monday after each PLC meeting/ session.
A brief memo addressing the interpretation of key developments (issues that gained
attention or focus from that week’s discussion) were posted on the Google classroom site
(accessible by the members). These memos were drafted at the same time as the weekly
research memo written to the file. A copy was saved using a naming convention
including date and the initials of the protected pseudonym of the participant. These
pseudonyms used two initial identifiers (i.e. G.G., F.B., etc.) and were later used to
identify the speakers in the findings section (Chapter 5). Feedback was privately solicited
outside of the PLC environment to reduce peer pressure or anxiety when discussing the
accuracy of the researcher’s interpretation, inflection, and perception of remarks. No
major issues arose from these checks with only a few minor redactions requested by
participants, mostly in areas of masking detailed responses, which may have given clues
to the individual’s identity. These areas are described explicitly in the findings (in
Chapter 5) as being kept intentionally nondescript for purposes of masking and
confidentiality.
Peer Debriefing
As an added layer of rigor, peer debriefing (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) was
incorporated throughout the data collection and analysis of the study. A member of my
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doctoral cohort served as a debriefing partner to review findings, concepts, and possible
implications of the study with the aim of modifying the design as needed. Peer debriefing
added an outside perspective to the investigative process. My colleague (peer) was a
student who was also in the dissertation phase of their doctoral studies focusing on
research in a public school setting (operating in a different site and study concentration).
This colleague took part in the initial coding, reviewing/ identifying themes in the
research, and helped review the production of the final analysis as described in the table
below (Nowell, Norris, White, & Moules, 2017).
Our discussions were confidential and my debriefing partner was entrusted with
sensitive information. Protecting identities and themes discussed was of great ethical
importance. The benefit of peer debriefing was evident to avoid bias that might arise
from the closeness of the researcher in relationship to the project (Lincoln & Guba,
1985). In this case the debriefing partner was knowledgeable in the procedures,
expectations, and field of study. They were in a unique position to identify possible areas
for perceived bias and offered insight into protecting the integrity of the research at hand,
helping to craft the interview and survey instrument questionnaires.
The following table is based on a step-by-step approach to thematic coding analysis
combining Braun and Clarke’s (2006) phases aligned with Lincoln & Guba’s (1985)
criteria on trustworthy analysis as presented by Nowell, Norris, White, & Moules (2017).
(See Table 2 on the following page)
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Table 2
Step-By-Step Thematic Coding Analysis
Phase

Means of Establishing Trustworthiness

Phase 1:
Prolonged engagement with data (triangulation of different collection
Data
modes) Documentation of thematic thoughts
Familiarization Documentation of thoughts regarding possible codes/themes
Storage of raw data in organized archive
Records of all data: field notes, transcripts, artifacts, memos, and journals
Phase 2:
Generate
Initial Codes

Peer Debriefing
Researcher Triangulation
Reflexive Journaling
Using a Coding Framework
Generating a Coding Audit Trail
Documentation of (all) Team Meetings/ Debriefings

Phase 3:
Searching for
Themes

Researcher triangulation (when applicable)
Diagramming to make sense of themes and connections
Keep detailed notes about the development and hierarchies of concepts and
themes.

Phase 4:
Reviewing
Themes

Researcher triangulation (when applicable)
Themes and subthemes vetted by team
Test for referential adequacy by returning to raw data.

Phase 5:
Defining &
Naming
Themes

Researcher triangulation (when applicable)
Documentation of team meetings regarding themes
Peer debriefing (when applicable)
Team consensus on themes (when applicable)
Documentation of theme naming

Phase 6:
Producing
Report

Member checking
Peer Debriefing
Describing the process of coding and analysis in sufficient detail
Thick description of context
Description of the audit trail
Report on reasons for theoretical, methodological, and analytical choices
throughout the entire study
Note. Table reproduced as presented by Nowell, Norris, White, & Moules (2017).
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These phases formed a step-by-step plan to conduct a well-reasoned, intentional, and
thoughtful approach for making cohesive meaning from teacher responses in the PLC.
Research memos were used at each step of the process to contemplate the implications of
findings and possible connections to academia at large. Such memos offered a point of
reflection to examine findings from various angles and provided an auditable trail
through the diverse lenses in order to create a logical path connecting findings for a
repeatable process. These methods of coding development and overall analysis provided
a fuller understanding of the teacher responses (See Table 3 for an overview of sources,
technique, and method of interpretation).

Table 3
Data Analysis Methods and Interpretation
Data
Source
Teacher
Interviews

Analysis
Technique
Coded
Analysis

Coding themes and phenomena connected to PLC
discussions and themes in literature review

PLC
Meeting
Notes

RTOP,
Journaling

Catalog, interpret/analysis of notes from iterative PLC
meetings. Review responses, compare shared experiences

Survey

Likert scale/
coding

Rudimentary/ superficial quantitative analysis/ coded
analysis for recurrent themes. Launching PLC discussions

Memos

Reflection,
synthesis

Connecting emerging ideas to theory, linking themes from
other sources. Tracking analytical processes

Interpretation Technique

Document
Artifacts

Coding,
Connecting to concepts from literature/ coded analysis
cross
Comparing/ contrasting to PLC discussions, survey
reference
responses, and exit interview sentiment
Note. A simplified overview of data sources, analysis, and interpretation techniques
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Transcription. Data were recorded electronically using artificial intelligence
software, namely Otter.ai, a secure application designed specifically for that purpose. The
account was password protected and all files were stored on an encrypted server. I
performed a manual review of all transcription files by listening back to the digital audio
recordings several times in order to ensure an accurate reflection of the events that
transpired during the interview. All transcriptions were recorded using a coded document
reference number and all identifying information was redacted or masked to protect the
confidentiality of participants. Subjects received a printed transcript for review and
approval before contents were considered for coding or interpretation. Participants were
able to redact or remove any information without reservation. Participation in this study
was completely voluntary and I made every reasonable effort to ensure participants felt
comfortable with their contributions.
Confidentiality, Data Security, and IRB
I made every reasonable effort to keep all participation confidential and data
secure. Personal identifiers for participants and the site were redacted or masked to
ensure confidentiality. Each step of the process was conducted to meet or exceed the
ethical and methodologically rigorous standards as prescribed by the university’s
institutional review board, as Fossey and colleagues state, “The quality of qualitative
research is determined by methodological rigor (good practices in the conduct of
research) and interpretive rigor (trustworthiness of interpretations being made)” (Fossey,
Harvey, McDermott, & Davidson, 2002 p. 724). Every precaution was taken during this
study to meet or surpass the research standards set forth by Rowan University’s
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Institutional Review Board (IRB) including masking some district demographic data,
state identifiers, even some gender identifiers (pronouns) to protect confidentiality.
Pseudonyms and Masking. The identities of all participants were concealed to
protect the privacy of those taking part in this study. Each participant was assigned a
pseudonym with a first and last name. Those initials were used when describing or
recounting their contributions. For example, John Doe would be assigned the pseudonym,
Bilbo Baggins and would be listed as “BB” in all related representations when discussed
or quoted in this study. Quotes or excerpts from PLC sessions are cited in the following
style, (BB in PLCWEEK1, p. 1) meaning that this participant was speaking in the first
week’s PLC meeting and the dialogue was transcribed on page one of that transcript. Exit
interviews were cited as follows, (BBEXINT, p. 1), meaning that BB, our masked teacher
is speaking in their one-on-one exit interview and the dialogue captured is on the first
page of that transcript.
Data Security and IRB. All data and related materials were stored on passwordprotected devices and participants were given pseudonyms. Interviews took place in a
quiet environment (in person) or remotely online at the convenience of the interview
subject. All participants were fully briefed on the methods of data collection and record
keeping. Each subject received a letter disclosing the scope and intent of the study as well
as a reasonable assurance of confidentiality. Instrumentation underwent review and
approval processes of both the dissertation committee and IRB to ensure that questions
are neutral, unbiased, and are limited solely to the research topic being investigated.
Similarly, the methods and theoretical impetus used in this study have undergone a
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thorough review and documented approval by the dissertation research committee and by
the university’s IRB.
Assumptions and Limitations of the Study
The assumptions of the study were as follows:
1. Teachers are defined as seventh and eighth grade certificate holders, employed as
fulltime faculty members and function primarily as classroom instructors.
2.

Responses from participants will be truthful and reflective in nature.

3.

Participants value student success and autonomy.

4. Study participants will not change their performance of regular instruction during
observations.
5. The researcher is an active member of the school’s community and has
established a pre-existing rapport with stakeholders (students, administration, and
faculty).
Limitations
This study is limited by the following:
1. I was not able to conduct the originally desired classroom observations due to the
transition in teaching format during the pandemic.
a. Middle school students are a protected class and observations would have
required informed parental consent and written permission for each
student in the virtual classroom environment making that form of data
collection too onerous.
b. Time constraints of the added workload placed on the teachers during the
reformatting for online and ultimately hybrid instruction limited the
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participants’ availability. Six weeks was a compromise for the PLC with
an initial goal of eight to ten. This was simply too much to ask in order to
receive the level of participation that I was seeking.
2. This study looks only into teacher sentiment and practices regarding student
autonomy at one school located within one single district. It may be difficult to
generalize these specific findings to a larger population.
3. The small sample size is also a limiting factor making it difficult to generalize
these findings to a larger population, however it was well suited to the qualitative
nature of the PLC. In discussions with my committee, we decided that more
participants would have diminished the chance for members to be heard.
Summary
This qualitative PLC-informed case study is intended to serve as a starting point
for a more expansive look at the teacher methods described for cultivating student
autonomy within one school in the mid-Atlantic region of the United States during the
COVID-19 pandemic. The coding analysis offered a richer context for sentiment captured
through survey responses, PLC transcripts and semi-structured qualitative exit interviews.
Each step was taken to provide security and confidentiality for all involved. IRB
protocols were followed at all times and all identifying information was either masked or
redacted to preserve the privacy of PLC members who took part in this study.
Pseudonyms were used to protect individuals’ identity. This research merely scratches the
surface for a more rigorous examination of each theme emerging from data analysis
including process and thematic coding. The findings of teacher interviews, combined
with the collegial collaboration within the PLC, as well as the initial pre-PLC survey data
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helped highlight the strategies being used on the front lines of education in the middle
school arena in traditional times and in the shift to remote and hybrid instruction during
the pandemic. Understanding such practices may offer a path forward for teachers and
school leaders to develop a formal culture of autonomy where students are empowered to
take control of their academic performance and responsibilities, offering agency to an
often-marginalized stakeholder group. The findings (Chapters 4 and 5) and implications
(Chapter 6) of this study are addressed in the subsequent pages to follow.
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Chapter 4
Findings Part I: Pre-PLC Survey Responses
The findings of this study are presented in two parts over chapters four and five.
This chapter is the starting point for the analysis and presents the responses of the nine
members taking part in a pre-survey before their participation in the six-week
professional learning community (PLC) on the topic of middle school teacher methods
for cultivating student autonomy during the COVID-19 pandemic. This chapter presents
the survey results separately in the interest of clarity and concision. The findings from the
PLC meeting transcripts and teacher exit interviews will be presented in Chapter 5. My
intention is to set the table for the discussion using the survey responses here first to give
context to the later responses in much the same way that I used these responses to open
up a dialogue during the PLC sessions.
This chapter will begin to answer the sub-questions mentioned in the opening of
this study by exploring the methods the middle school teachers in this PLC used to foster
autonomy in the traditional setting, under pre-pandemic circumstances, and how they
adapted them to meet the needs of the new climate. I will discuss the supporting rationale
behind the teachers’ choices when selecting these methods for building student
autonomy, and will lay the foundation for a discussion (in the implications section,
chapter six) of which pedagogical theories were represented by these choices. The
following discussion will present the findings as potential answers to these questions, as a
means of revealing connections between pedagogical theories and teachers’ practical
choices through lenses of leadership and critical pedagogy, in order to learn from their
experiences while spotlighting areas for future study.
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Pre-PLC Survey Findings
Before the participants met for the first PLC meeting, they were each asked to
complete a survey through the Qualtrics platform in order for me to gain a sense of their
existing thoughts and perceptions regarding learner autonomy (See concise question
instrument in Appendix B, a long form survey report of the responses is attached as
Appendix E). The findings from this pre-survey were quite as expected with the responses
reflecting the traditional teachers perceptions as found in the literature review (Chapter 2)
regarding student motivation (a preference toward intrinsic over extrinsic rewards) and
limited enthusiasm for student choice (in varying aspects outlined below) which neatly
aligned with Camilleri’s (1999) original study (discussed in chapter three). These
findings were mainly used as a starting point in the PLC sessions, to gain a sense of the
participants’ views on student autonomy. I began the first meeting by using the
anonymous survey answers to start our conversations by summarizing the findings for the
group and using the individual comments (some survey items allowed for a personal
clarification to be included for context and provided added rationale for their response
selections) as a springboard for conversation. This served as an effective means for
getting the ball rolling so to speak. Each of the nine participants completed the survey,
sharing their initial perspectives on student autonomy. I will encapsulate their responses
here to set the stage for further findings in the following chapter.
The first few questions were biographical in nature; the teachers in this study
were selected to represent a wide array of professionals with varying lengths of time in
career as well as diverse content area specialization. Three had been teaching for over 15
years and two had been teaching for 10 to15. Two of the participants had five to ten years
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in position, and two others were non-tenured, with fewer than four years of experience
(see Appendix E, pp.1-2). Content specializations were as follows: one teacher taught
eighth grade English language arts, another, seventh grade math, two were seventh grade
science teachers, two from global studies (one of these were from seventh and one from
eighth grade), a music teacher, a gifted and talented instructor, and a special education
learning specialist (who worked mostly as in-class support in science classrooms).
All nine teachers indicated unanimously that they felt student ownership of
academic responsibility and scholastic performance was “very important,” with eight of
the nine participants agreeing (five strongly agreeing) that they felt colleagues shared this
opinion of importance when it comes to student autonomy (Appendix E, pp. 3-4). To this
same degree (eight of the nine) felt that, “students who work independently toward their
own academic success are more successful than students who do not” (Appendix E, p.5).
When it came to the habits of autonomous learners, the participants unanimously agreed
(with eight agreeing strongly) that students who take ownership of their learning follow
up on missed assignments and ask for help when struggling with a concept from class
(appendix E, pp.6-8). They also all indicated (with slightly varying degrees, but all in
agreement) that part of that ownership involved students taking steps to keep up with
missed work when absent from school. Similarly, the teachers felt that students should
actively take responsibility and own up to their mistakes, learning from them, and then
come to the teacher with a plan if missing class work or assignments (Appendix E, p.10).
The nine agreed that these autonomous students also set aside separate time to study each
night and to complete homework, tying time management skills and the concept of
establishing routines to their perception of autonomy supportive practices.
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When considering student motivation, the members largely preferred intrinsic
motivators (such as opportunities to experience/ achieve success, using specific praise,
uplifting motivation/ empowering speech, etc.) over extrinsic rewards (like treats,
stickers, stamps, prizes, awards, etc.). Seven of the nine members sampled indicated that
they often tried to reward students intrinsically (using internal means of motivation) with
the remaining respondents stating that this was always their means of rewarding student
autonomy. One respondent specified, “Student autonomy comes from within the student.
They have their own intrinsic rewards going on. I certainly acknowledge and praise
autonomy” (Appendix E, p.13). Such a sentiment was repeated in the later discussions,
on 17 separate occasions throughout the study beginning with the initial session of the
PLC where teachers talked about their strategies for motivating their students. In the
survey, another teacher remarked, “Student autonomy comes from within. I don’t believe
a sticker will create this. It will certainly encourage it but it won’t create it” (Appendix E,
p.12). These two statements helped me to understand the perspective of at least one of the
participants (comments were submitted anonymously). They felt that motivation was an
internalized, personal need or desire with praise being a powerful motivator. The
respondents indicated that tangible rewards were partially beneficial, however, they ought
to reflect a status of achievement, rather than simple gain.
When it came to teacher perceptions of autonomy support outside of the
classroom, the survey results were in less agreement. When asked if the parents of their
students actively supported student autonomy, only two agreed, five responded as neutral
(not agreeing or disagreeing) and two disagreed. One of the neutral responders remarked,
“Parents typically support good grades. They will often jump in quickly to help their
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child resolve problems.” (Appendix E, p.16). This teacher’s statement described a
somewhat insulating effect that parents may cause unintentionally when stepping in to
intercede on a developing learner’s behalf. The teachers perceived that autonomous
students learned from their own struggles when taking on ownership of their academic
performance. For students struggling with learner autonomy, the parental effort to help
may have been counterproductive. It may have removed the opportunity for students to
develop their own means of establishing (or even pursuing) routines and procedures that
could help guide future efforts for owning up to their teachers’ expectations.
When asked if their school had policies that promoted student autonomy,
participants had similar responses as to the question above. Two agreed that the school
established polices which promoted autonomy, five were neutral (neither agreeing, nor
disagreeing), and two disagreed. One respondent who disagreed stated:
No. The opposite. We have practices in place that promote the opposite. Excuses,
parent fury, the need for students to “pass,” are often what drives us. The
community at large is not on board with student autonomy so it is difficult to
encourage this in our students. (Appendix E, p. 17)
When using these responses to start our conversations in the first PLC meeting, the
teachers elaborated on this item in particular (responses from this survey were kept
anonymous, so the original author of this statement was masked even to me). This
respondent felt that parents often interceded, disrupting teachers’ means of holding
students accountable and this interfered with student ownership of responsibility. In their
view, parents provided their children a means of sidestepping the accountability
measures. Such disruption applied added pressure on teachers and administrators when
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parents threatened to complain or causing what is perceived as undue public attention
when bringing the matter to school board meetings. I will discuss this further in Chapter
6, but felt it important to note the connection here where it first emerged in the pre-PLC
survey.
Survey Questions Regarding Teachers’ Views on Learner Autonomy
The next portion of the survey discussing teachers’ perspectives on the topic of
student autonomy-supportive practices was created using Camilleri’s original (1999)
study of teachers’ views on learner autonomy as a template (see chapter 3, methods).
These questions were included to gain a sense of how much the teachers felt that students
should be involved in the decisions of the classroom and curriculum, ranging from choice
of the content taught, to developing classroom rules/ expectations, and even the means of
assessment. Five of the nine felt that learners should be partly involved in decisions of
classroom management, specifically when it came to choosing seating arrangements and
partners. Two respondents said that students should have little and two marked other,
without any explanatory text or rationale (Appendix E, pp.18-25). Similarly, a majority of
the teachers felt that students should be partly involved with establishing rules and
deciding agreed upon consequences (this time six of the nine selected “partly”). One felt
that students should have “much” involvement, and another participant indicated that
students should not be involved “at all.” Later on in PLC discussions, when asked how
this might look in an instructional setting, one teacher described creating a “classroom
constitution” in which the rules and expectations (even consequences for breaking the
rules) were defined by the students with the guidance of the teacher during the first week
of school. Such a collaborative effort was intentionally put forth to create an environment
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where students felt they were empowered and had a part (and at least some input) in
controlling the learning environment.
When it came to academic performance and student responsibilities, the teachers
felt overwhelmingly that learners should be encouraged to work as active problem solvers
and planners. They felt that students should take on responsibility for their academic
performance by trying to figure out answers on their own, seeking help when needed, and
if missing or falling behind on an assignment, reach out to the teachers with a plan to
make it right (Appendix E, p.6). In this regard, most indicated it was important for
students to find their own explanations for classroom tasks (developing routines and
procedures). Six respondents selected “much” and one indicated “very much.” A single
teacher selected “a little” and another chose “not at all” (Appendix E, pp.9-10). When
asked how much the learner should be encouraged to find their own explanations for
methods or for solving problems (content/ skills), the teachers responded nearly
unanimously in favor of students taking on responsibility (eight selecting “much” and one
“very much”) (Appendix E, p.21).
When asked how much learners should be encouraged to assess themselves rather
than being tested, most answered “partly” (five out of nine). Two said there should be
“much” encouragement for student self-assessment with one additional member selecting
“very much” and one choosing “little” (Appendix E, p.22). In a similar fashion, five
members felt that students should be “partly” involved in the decisions/ choices of
learning tasks (Appendix E, p.23). Three members indicated that they felt learners should
be “very much” or “much” involved with choosing learning tasks for class and one
selected, “little” as their response.
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Student choice is a concept that would arise later on the discussion of student
autonomy in the PLC and is a prevalent topic found in the published literature as
mentioned in the literature review found in chapter two. In a similar vein, the teachers
nearly unanimously (eight of the nine) indicated that the learner should be partially
involved in selecting materials for use in the class (with one indicating that they should
be “much” involved). It seems that the middle school teachers sampled were looking to
students to share in the selection of classroom activities and materials used. They offered
items such as choice boards or menu style lesson plans. Students could pick and choose
the types of activities or even the supplemental readings that would be used to explore the
concepts and skills found within the main anchor texts and curricular course materials.
Teachers were less likely to endorse student involvement in establishing the
objectives of the course with six answering, “partly involved”, and three selecting “little”
(Appendix E, p.27). There was some discussion during the meetings about how this
might be done, since the members establish a course map for curricula that are submitted
for director and school board approval before the start of the year (before students can
review or give feedback). That seemed to be the largest obstacle. It may be worth
following up in future studies, applying the “class constitution” scenario to the class
objectives. This would offer a classroom roadmap of sorts with objectives and course
goals established, much like a KWL chart where students contemplate what they know,
what they wish to learn, and what they learned through active reflection (tapping into the
metacognitive monitoring discussed in chapter two). It may potentially provide some
interesting areas for discussion for another study at another time.

112

Survey Questions Regarding Teachers’ Views on Student Ownership
A series of questions were included in the survey to gauge teacher perspectives on
concepts relating to student ownership of academic performance and scholastic
responsibilities. Specific elements of ownership such as time management (selfregulation) and self-advocacy (communicating needs) were often discussed in the
literature (see chapter two) as an element of the autonomy-supportive classroom. In four
questions asking how much the teachers felt the learner should be involved in
communicating their needs, the participants had nearly identical responses with all
selecting “very much” or “much” (Appendix E, pp. 26-28). Each question asked
specifically about students’ involvement in bringing their immediate physical, emotional,
and academic needs to the attention of their instructor. Teachers felt it important that
students advocate for themselves.
Time management was another element noted in the literature and when asked
how much should the learner be involved in meeting deadlines for assignments, the
teachers felt that students should be very much involved in meeting due dates. Six of nine
respondents answered “very much” and one answered “much” Appendix E, p.28). Two
answered partly, without giving any further explanation for their choices. When asked
how much should the learner be involved in constructing personal meaning within the
curriculum, the participants mostly indicated that the students should have “much”
involvement (seven of the nine selecting this response) with one respondent selecting
“very much,” and one member choosing, “partly” (Appendix E, p. 29).
Members of the PLC were surveyed regarding which methods they used in their
classrooms to cultivate student autonomy (independent ownership of scholarly
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responsibilities and academic performance) and the open-ended responses were a good
starting point for the meeting discussions that would follow. Teachers described how they
offered students different choices in lab activities and using partners/ group work as a
means of holding their peers accountable. Below the anonymous respondents’ sentiments
are shared labeled individually in order (Appendix E. p. 31) with the first entry as
“respondent a” (RA), the second, “respondent b” as RB, and so on. Here are their
methods as described in the teachers’ own words (as written in the survey responses)
intended to address (at least partially) the sub question listed in the introduction above
regarding teacher methods for cultivating autonomy in middle school.
RA:

Students can work with partners to help hold each other accountable for
their performance. It makes it easier to ensure they will do their part when they
have to share their outcome with someone else.

RB:

Journaling and monitoring progress, time management tools, and carving
out specific time each day to prepare and study [when they are home].
Organizational skills and go-to strategies for setting goals and building
study habits. Making the reason/ purpose of the class and the content clear
to help motivate and engage students to be actively interested.

RC:

Guided notes to teach note taking skills, missing homework slips to teach
accountability for not completing HW. I give students a weekly plan so
they can see what’s coming up and what we will be learning in the future.

RD:

I encourage student choice in my classroom by always providing different
ways for an assessment or assignment to be completed. I also give students
an active role in setting classroom expectations and procedures, by
creating a class constitution at the beginning of the year with student input.
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RE:

I provide students with the tools to do this. For example, let them know
expectations and where to access the things that they need and how to
reach out for help if needed.

The responses above offer strategies teachers are using to cultivate autonomy. Teachers
are mindful about their students’ processes of learning, offering tools like active means of
student reflection, developing a system of personal accountability, and making the steps
toward success in the classroom clearly defined and repeatable. They used methods like
documenting missed work with homework slips and providing tools to help organize (and
plan) their time in order to build an autonomy-supportive learning environment. When
asked why they chose these methods specifically, they answered:
RA:

They are encouraged through our department design of lesson plan and the
Next Gen Standards.

RB:

Students in middle school are often poorly equipped to handle the
increased workload and increased activities. Time management and
organization are just like any other skill set and need to be developed over
time. I use specific tools and ask that my students prepare at home, and
look over their notes each day to reflect upon their performance and even
predict what tomorrow will bring. Often, I feel that parents just expect
their student to know how to manage their time without ever sharing their
personal strategies.

RC:

I want my students to learn skills they will find useful in the future [such
as a planner].
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RD:

Providing choices in completing assignments provides structure while still
giving the students the chance to learn in a way more suited to their needs.
Students are also open to suggest additional styles of assessment to show
their learning. The class constitution is a great way to establish firm
classroom expectations, while still giving the students a say in how the
class runs.

RE:

We can’t expect something from our students if they do not know how or
have the tools to do so.

The teachers’ rationale indicated that there was intentionality in the establishment of
routines and procedures as well as developing shared responsibility for student
performance. Some acknowledged these methods as part of a new initiative. RA’s
response references the new science curriculum commonly known as “Next Generation”
science standards. Teachers had recently incorporated this new model for teaching
science lessons, shifting from the traditional scientific method to include more inquirybased learning where student experiments lead to evidence-based discoveries (see PBL in
chapter two). I felt it essential to include the teachers’ words here at the start of the
findings section to offer a foundational context for the discussion of themes to follow
throughout the rest of the chapter. The balance of the survey discussion will touch upon
specific parts of the pandemic and how teachers felt student autonomy changed during
the phases of the outbreak.
When asked about the importance of student autonomy during the early days of
the pandemic, specifically the spring of 2020, seven of the nine described it as “very
important” with the remaining two split between “somewhat important” and “important”
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(Appendix E, p.33). One of the respondents added, “It was VERY important, but hard to
implement as a teacher” (Appendix E, p. 34). Teachers in this district posted two hours
worth of lessons per week during that time and no live instruction was required. There
was a heavy dependence on the well-established in-person classroom expectations,
routines, and procedures. Additionally, when asked if they felt students with higher levels
of autonomy were more successful than students with lower levels of autonomy when
learning from home (away from the classroom), the teachers were nearly unanimous,
responding, “yes,” (seven selected, “yes, in almost all cases,” and two selected, “yes, in
most cases”) (Appendix E, p.35). The participants all agreed (though to slightly varying
levels) that student motivation decreased during the shift to distance learning. Seven
subjects felt that it had decreased “substantially” and two indicated a “somewhat”
decreased motivation in their students (Appendix E, p. 37).
The respondents closed out the survey with six questions asking for open-ended
responses regarding their methods and what they felt were the most useful/ effective
methods for teaching online in the virtual environment. To summarize the individual
responses to questions regarding their existing strategies, (see Appendix E, pp.38-43 for
fully detailed responses) the teachers felt that their existing strategies (from traditional
settings) were only partially or somewhat helpful in the online environment. They found
collectively, that modifications and the incorporation of new methods were necessary to
meet the needs of the new environment. The perceived effectiveness of the pre-existing
class expectations were limited as were the physical resources; not every child had paper,
printers, etc. at home, nor could every student immediately secure a computer (their one
way of communicating live with their teacher) if needing clarification on an assignment
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or extra help. When asked, what were the most useful methods used in the spring of
2020, the answers were minimal in comparison to those given earlier:
RA:

Entertaining lab presentations and getting students to act a little silly when
breaking the ice seemed to help. I felt like Bill Nye putting on a science
show.

RB:

Direct feedback on electronic documents. It took a long time to leave
notes on over a hundred students’ work, but it was the only way to give
feedback in any meaningful way. This became overwhelming over time
with the assignments adding up each day.

RC:

Planner – gave students a view of upcoming assignments.

RD:

I found my use of assessment choice to be effective in increasing student
interest in assignments.

RE:

One on one conversations/ meetings, individual emails, phone calls home
to speak with student.

When asked what their biggest hurdles were during this time, the replies became
somewhat more descriptive (Appendix E, p.40):
RA:

Knowing that the students were there and that they were understanding
lessons. There was very little feedback with cameras off and minimal
interaction. In spring, there was almost no interaction online except
through docs and videos.

RB:

Mental stress/ increased workload, teaching students that I had never had
in person. It was difficult to establish new routines and procedures in the
online environment. I had never taught a class online before.
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RC:

Keeping them motivated to learn, not to check something off a list.

RD:

Reaching students who were not putting in the effort needed to succeed.

RE:

Parent/ family support is more important to the learner while distance
learning than it was in person.

When asked, if there were any differences between their approach or instructional
strategies between the spring and fall of 2020, they answered (Appendix E, p.42):
RA:

Yes, the fall of 2020 required actually teaching live online every day.

RB:

The spring of 2020 was almost totally self-driven with a missive and
assignments simply posted as two hours of work. The fall of 2020 required
daily live lessons.

RC:

Keeping the content simple, learning virtually is rigorous in itself.

RD:

I provided much more structure in order to better reach students who were
not learning effectively in the spring.

RE:

More face time with students now. I knew my students in the spring but I
have been struggling to get to know my students this year.

The differences stemmed from the structure of the instructional environment and the
relationships between the teachers and students. In the spring, there was a strong
familiarity with each of the teachers’ expectations including classroom routines and
grading policies since students had already spent the majority of three marking periods in
the school and interacting in person with each teacher, every day. In the fall, the
population was new (for seventh grade teachers, the students were new to the school, and
for eighth grade, new to the staff). The format changed from a fully free-form
environment (where students read the instructions, watched videos, and completed

119

assignments all on their own) to logging on for each class period in a scheduled half-day
format. When asked specifically to describe student autonomy in the fall of 2020 as
compared to the previous spring semester, the teachers replied:
RA:

The fall 2020 started online, so the students were expecting to make the
most of the new format. In the spring, students were racing to adjust to the
change from live instruction.

RB:

Autonomy in the fall of 2020 was supported with new online routines and
procedures. The previous spring was an emergency situation where the
students had already established a rapport with their teachers and had
become familiarized with the culture and expectations of the school. They
already knew what success looked like for each teacher and were able to
maintain for the most part by following the previously established routine.
This could not happen for the next year. New students, for whom this was
a new school and whole new expectations.

RC:

It was difficult meeting new students and building that classroom
community.

RD:

I witnessed more student autonomy in the fall of 2020 compared to the
Spring.

RE:

Students are far exceeding expectations for taking control of their
learning! A lot of parent pressure for grades, still-wish parent pressure
would shift to autonomy.

The respondents felt that having previously established classroom routines and student
familiarity with their expectations from the traditional setting was beneficial for their
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students transitioning into the virtual learning environment. They also felt (per the
responses above) that there was a specific benefit in setting explicit expectations and
adding a rigid schedule in the following year; that it provided a clearer picture of what
student success would look like in an online/ hybrid middle school environment and how
it may be achieved.
Here I wish to bring the discussion of the survey to a close with the teachers’
thoughts in the form of advice. The following responses were in reply to an open-ended
question asking what advice the members would give to new teachers about distance/
hybrid learning. They replied (Appendix E, p.41):
RA:

I would recommend focusing your attention on those who are willing to
learn. Be flexible and just do your best.

RB:

Teach those who will listen and look for the effort that is present rather
than chasing the poorly behaving students. They can be followed up on
after the instruction, but it is easy to become fixated or frustrated with a
lack of learner feedback during a live streaming lesson.

RC:

Building a positive classroom environment is really important!

RD:

Encourage students to advocate for themselves frequently. For many
students this already does not come naturally, and in this hybrid setting it
is more important than ever. Make yourself as available as possible.

RE:

Go with the flow. As a teacher, I am a planner. Distance/ hybrid learning/
teaching your plans will not always work out and you will often need to
change plans on the spot.
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Such insight imparts the teachers’ experiences as a means of answering the underlying
research question. These survey items offer added perspective to the rest of the
discussion, organized by prominent themes in the pages below, beginning with the
various roles of the teachers and how they changed to meet their students’ needs in a time
of pandemic. As Respondent E (RE) stated in the excerpt above, teachers were planners
that would have to be flexible, adapting and changing in order to “go with the flow.”
Summary
To summarize the pre-survey findings, responses reflected that the teachers who
participated in this study, entered into the PLC placing a high sense of importance on
cultivating student autonomy in middle school. Their responses indicate that this
importance included an emphasis on students taking ownership of their scholastic
responsibilities by building (and refining) time management skills, communicating their
needs (academic, emotional, and physical), and trying to find their own answers to
problems before asking a teacher and then seeking help when needed. There was an
overall agreement that this ownership of academic responsibility extended to making up
missed work and following up with teachers on late or incomplete assignments, making
plans to set it right. The respondents also felt that it was important for students to own up
to making mistakes and only two felt that parents were actively supporting autonomy at
home. Roughly the same sentiment arose regarding the policies, where only two felt the
district had policies, which promoted student autonomy.
When it came to motivating students, the teachers responded that they preferred
using intrinsic rewards to promote student autonomy (specific praise, personal
encouragement, etc.) with only some using extrinsic rewards like stamps, stickers, prizes
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and the like. The teachers indicated that they felt the least support for including students
in the establishment course objectives, however they were more likely to include student
choice of learning tasks and choice in materials. There was slightly more importance
placed on student input for setting rules and punishments for classroom expectations
(with one teacher crafting a class bill of rights), most feeling that students should be
partially involved in choosing seating arrangements or partners to promote autonomy.
When asked what advice they would give future teachers faced with teaching in
such a scenario, the advice focused on flexibility and positivity. Teachers recommended
being open to the constant unexpected changes that the pandemic provided and
supporting students to advocate for themselves by communicating their needs. One
teacher advises colleagues to make sure they are personally available to students, to try
and be understanding of the challenges they face in simply adapting to the online
environment. Another respondent recommends focusing on those who are engaged, by
“teaching those who will listen and look for the effort that is present rather than chasing
the poorly behaving students” (RB in Appendix E, p.41). They described how easy it was
to fixate on students who are off-task in the online setting. This teacher makes clear that
learners who are not engaged during the streaming lesson can be followed up with later
and that the students who are paying attention should be the focus to make the most of
the format.
These responses set the table for the discussion to follow. The next chapter will address
the themes that emerged from the PLC sessions and exit interviews using these survey
findings as touchstones, offering a richer understanding of the teacher experiences during
the pandemic. The survey results above have laid the foundations for the discussion of
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the participants’ challenges during this time and how their methods for fostering student
autonomy were changed to meet the demands of the learning environment. A visual
breakdown of the survey results is presented in Table 4 below:

Table 4
Pre-PLC Participant Survey Results Summary
Survey Question

Values

1. How many years have you been teaching?
2. What content area do you teach?

0-4

5-10

10-15

15+

2

2

2

3

ELA

Math

Science

Global
Studies

Other

1

1

3

2

*2

*Other: Music, Gifted and Talented

3. Importance of student autonomy:
(I feel S.A. is _____)

Very
Important
9

4. How important do colleagues feel S.A. is
for their students?

Very
Important
6
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Important

Neutral

2

1

Pre-PLC Participant Survey Results Summary
Strongly
Agree
5

Agree

Strongly
Agree
7

Agree

7. Students who take ownership of their
learning ask for help when struggling with a
concept in class.

Strongly
Agree
8

Agree

8. Students who take ownership of their
learning keep up with missed work if out of
school.

Strongly
Agree
6

Agree
2

Somewhat
Agree
1

9. Students who take ownership of their
learning own up to making mistakes.

Strongly
Agree
5

Agree

Neutral

3

1

5. Students who work independently toward
personal success
6. Students who take ownership of their
learning follow up on missed assignments

Somewhat
Disagree
1

3

2

1

10. Students who take ownership of their
learning come to the teacher with a plan if
missing work/ assignments.

Strongly
Agree
4

Agree

11. Students who take ownership of their
learning

Strongly
Agree
1

Agree

Other

7

1

Sometimes
5

Rarely
3

Other
1

Always

Often

Other

2

6

1

Agree

Neutral

Disagree

2

4

2

Agree

Neutral

Disagree

2

5

1

12. I reward student autonomy using
extrinsic awards (treats, stickers, stamps,
prizes, awards, etc.)
13. I reward student autonomy using intrinsic
awards (opportunities to succeed, specific
praise, etc.)
14. Parents of my students actively support
student autonomy.
15. My school has policies that promote
student autonomy.

2

Somewhat
Agree
2

Note. The following questions were collected using a more-standardized Likert scale.
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Neutral
1

Other
1
Other
1

Survey Questions based on Camilleri
(1999)

Likert Scale Values
Very
Much

Much

Partly

Little

Not
at all

16. How much should the learner be involved
5
2
in the decisions of classroom management
when choosing seating arrangement and
partners?
17. How much should the learner be involved
1
6
1
1
in the decisions of classroom management
when establishing rules deciding agreed upon
consequences?
18. How much should the learner be
1
6
1
1
encouraged to find their own explanations for
classroom tasks (routines and procedures)?
19. How much should the learner be
1
8
encouraged to find their own explanations for
methods for solving problems
(content/skills)?
20. How much should the learner be
1
2
5
1
encouraged to assess himself/ herself, rather
than be tested?
21. How much should the learner be involved
2
1
5
1
in decisions on choice of learning tasks?
22. How much should the learner be involved
1
8
in selecting materials?
23. How much should the learner be involved
6
1
2
in meeting deadlines for assignments?
24. How much should the learner be involved
7
2
in communicating physical needs?
25. How much should the learner be involved
7
2
in communicating emotional needs?
26. How much should the learner be involved
8
1
in communicating academic needs?
27. How much should the learner be involved
1
7
1
in constructing personal meaning within the
curriculum?
28. How much should the learner be involved
6
3
in establishing the objectives of the course?
Note. The remaining questions were open-ended responses captured in the written summary
above.
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Other
(text)
2

Chapter 5
Findings Part II: Student Autonomy PLC in a Time of Pandemic
This chapter will present findings from an analysis of the field research,
specifically the themes which coalesced from the results of the pre-survey questionnaire
(discussed in the previous chapter), the transcribed documentation of the six-week
professional learning community sessions, and the coded responses collected in thirtyminute, one-on-one, exit interviews from each of the nine participants. These findings are
intended to answer the main research question, “What is the experience of teachers taking
part in a professional learning community focusing on student autonomy in one school,
located within the mid-Atlantic region of the United States, specifically during COVID19?” I will also examine the sub-questions, such as what methods were teachers in this
PLC using to foster autonomy in the traditional setting, under pre-pandemic
circumstances, and how they adapted to meet the needs of the new climate? What was the
rationale behind teachers’ choices when selecting methods for building autonomy, and
which pedagogical theories were represented by these choices?
The following discussion will present the findings as potential answers to these
questions, as a means of revealing connections between educational theory and teachers’
practical choices through lenses of leadership and critical pedagogy. These themes will
be addressed through the overlaid lenses described in the theoretical framework found in
chapter one, (those of learning theories, mental models, motivation, and social justice/
leadership) lending deeper meaning to teacher responses, nesting them in a rich
theoretical context. Every theme within this study will not be discussed under the light of
each lens separately, (that would be far too cumbersome for such a dissertation) however
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it is important to note that those lenses were integral in the analysis and interpretation of
the teachers’ responses by placing them in the light of the existing conversation
surrounding student autonomy found within the academic literature of today.
Furthermore, I will discuss the PLC itself, the teachers’ experiences and the
benefits teachers felt in being part of this group during such a stressful time. I will then
explore the challenges they faced in discussing their classroom methods and rationale
(even amongst their peers), and uncovering an unexpected teacher’s recommendation of
using the format of the PLC as a means of professional development (PD) outside of this
study and placing it within the context of the participants’ thoughts on PD in general.
Specific themes that will be discussed here as findings, are the distinct roles of the
teachers in fostering autonomy, how they perceive their students, specifically with a
focus on how they talk about their pupils, and how traditional roles (for both teachers and
students) have changed throughout the pandemic. The teachers’ experiences will be
discussed in themes of overall support (or the perceived lack thereof), the stressors
relating to the dramatic changes in instructional format, and their collective challenges
when serving (as several participants described themselves) as role models for students
and even pillars of the community during the outbreak.
Mental, social, and emotional concerns will be discussed as well as the unique
challenges teachers experienced during this time. I hope to capture what it was like to
navigate these phenomena while learning to teach from home through a computer screen
and taking part in a six-week PLC with colleagues who were coping under the same
circumstances. It is my aim, to describe their experiences in striking a balance (and
finding some separation) between their work and personal lives while confined within the
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four walls of their homes in the locked-down environment of the pandemic. First, I begin
by discussing student-focused themes as a nexus connecting the teachers’ lived
experiences (through their own individual sense of autonomy) and their methods in use
for cultivating such autonomy within their students. For the first few themes I have
included codebook examples as guideposts to help visually bring my original coding and
analysis to the forefront during the discussion of these implications.

Table 5
Guidepost 1 (Codebook Example: Middle School Specific Needs)
Code

Description

Example

Middle School Teacher describes
“I’ve almost gotten to view the middle school level
Specific Needs methods or
as a kind of bridge there where you are helping the
conditions
students understand how to shift from teachers… to
uniquely suited to
understand themselves and what their personal
the middle school
responsibility is in the learning process; how much
environment
of that really does fall on them.” (GDEXINT, p.2)
Note. This is an example from the codebook to add context for the following discussion

Middle School Specific Needs as a Bridge to Autonomy
When comparing autonomy for middle school students with those of higher
grades, all nine members agreed that middleschoolers require a setting that is more
structured than high school and less structured than the rigidly planned, orderly environs
of the elementary school. One member (GDEXINT) described it as a bridge toward
greater autonomy:
It's this level I think more so than the other levels. With the elementary school
kids, it's obviously going to be a lot more on the teachers, taking on the
responsibility for the students’ learning. I feel like as you get into high school, it
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shifts even more. I’ve almost gotten to view the middle school level as a kind of
bridge there where you are helping the students understand how to shift [the onus
of learning] from teachers, and doing a lot of it for them, keeping them on track so
they start to understand themselves and what their personal responsibility is in the
learning process; how much of that really does fall on them. It's something that I
personally enjoy a lot about teaching this level. (p. 2)
This teacher talks about the decreased rigidity of supports leaving room for students to
take on their own responsibilities. He mentions briefly the process of students becoming
familiar with their own strengths and a greater sense of self that is part of the preadolescent development of middle school students. It seems that this description as a
bridge toward autonomy is relating primarily to the expectations of the pre-pandemic
environment. The interviewee appears to be speaking in a general sense where the
expectation of autonomy supportive practices are still part of the innate developmental
aspect of middle school level learning, a process of trial and error with varying degrees of
success, yet some of these supports must have changed to meet the unique needs of the
pandemic. A more comprehensive investigation of what may have changed and how
these supports were provided, offers possible areas for further research beyond this study.
Accountability and Consistent Consequences
From these teachers’ perspectives, student autonomy was most effectively
cultivated by using consistent means for holding students accountable with clear and
consistent consequences while remaining mindful of the nascent developmental nature of
this age group. One interviewee discuss the specific needs of their students:
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Just seeing that connection where sometimes we think these kids are so different
from each other, but this idea of giving them… of having them take ownership of
their own learning and trying too. I think the important thing is that they have to
learn how to do that. Like we kind of think they should have this innately, and it's
not. In middle school, I don't think it's the opposite of autonomy but they have to
learn how to be autonomous, and that can be kind of fun. It's not just gonna
happen you know, automatically. It's, building those skills to create that and really
trying to encourage it when we see it. Trying to say, oh, you know, “aren't you
proud of yourself? Look at what you did.” As opposed to having it be just an “I
want to get an A” kind of thing. (BDEXINT, p. 6)
As this interviewee described it, the students are still learning how to become more
independent, just beginning to build time management skills, and developing a sense of
ownership regarding their academic responsibilities and performance. They are beginning
to cultivate a more actualized sense of their individual identities. Developmental
psychological phenomena such as identity moratorium (Marcia, 1966), salient private
audience (Baldwin & Holmes, 1987), and personal fable (Elkind, 1976), are only a few
examples of the unique social and psychological needs of this age group.
Middle school students are gaining a clearer sense of self and part of that growth
is taking on individual responsibility. The teachers felt that such ownership of personal
academic responsibilities was something that must be cultivated over time with varying
degrees of support. Often they viewed this reinforcement as a set of consistent and clear
consequences with reliable means of accountability. Means like taking points off for late
work, sending specific messages home for missing or poorly completed assignments, or
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having students fill in “pink slips” with reasons for not having homework or for their offtask behavior. These slips would be saved by teachers and then sent home to parents in
order to document the frequency of the undesired behavior.
Students at this level are often aware of loopholes in the rules and expectations.
Although punitive measures are not the group’s collective means of motivating their
students, they felt it essential that students need to be held accountable for their
performance. Such means of accountability promoted the ownership that the teachers
associated with student autonomy in middle school. The teachers felt that guiding and
modeling were heavily used in instruction at this level, however there was a clear
importance placed on teachers, letting them just “be kids” every once in a while. One
respondent (GG in PLCWK5) describes missing this during remote instruction:
I've really been leaning on. Just trying to play games with them I mean it sounds
silly but just trying to give them a chance to be goofy and be kids, and play. Like
brain teasers, just stuff to get them talking and get them goofing on each other in
the chat, like, it's just that's the thing I missed the most and I sense that they miss
it too… That opportunity just to be silly with other people. (p. 7)
In this district, (even in pre-pandemic traditional circumstances), the seventh graders find
themselves without recess for the first time and teachers describe a physiological need for
burning off energy at this age. Peer pressure, outside influences (namely of social media
and popular culture) call for an environment that makes learning meaningful and relevant
where mistakes are a must and students understand the importance of advocating for
themselves. Some teachers, like GG above, used puzzles and games to build camaraderie
and engagement with students while appealing to the playful nature of their learners. This
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type of engagement does not mean a lack of exacting standards. Student accountability at
this level, per the participants, requires direct, consistent consequences.
Middle school expectations are a kind of controlled independence. Members
discussed their impression of student autonomy as something to be learned and cultivated
like any other skill set or competency. Student ownership of academic performance and
scholastic responsibility, in their eyes, must be demonstrated and then supported through
increasing levels of independence and gaining self-efficacy through consistent feedback
and reinforcement. Teachers and peers model such skills and expectations, guiding
practice, and supporting students when they fail in their independent attempts in taking
on the onus as the key figure responsible for their own success. One teacher described
this need for consistency, high expectations, and support:
I think what our students need to be autonomous, is that they need, like insane
consistency. They need high expectations, and the support of somebody who is
giving them a model, how they're guiding practice, and supporting them when
they fail. If we're going by that model, obviously we have some years on our
students, so we're a little bit more advanced at being autonomous. I think that the
higher up the ladder you go, the more you lose sight of those needs that everyone
else has too... that everyone needs to feel supported. Everyone needs to feel
consistent in a routine, and everyone needs to feel confident that they are doing
the right thing. (ABEXINT, p. 11)
This interviewee discusses autonomy as a skill set which the learner builds autonomy in
the same manner as any other academic competency. She applies this approach to all
levels of development, having felt personally unsupported during the pandemic; she uses
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her experiences to place herself proverbially in her students’ shoes, and coping with a
familiar feeling.
Teachers in this study noted that students’ fear of making mistakes was
heightened during remote instruction (thought to be related to the spotlight inherent to the
format of online video conferencing). Another teacher remarked:
I just feel like when you ask them these what do you think, kind of questions,
with no right or wrong answers they're very… you get crickets. However, when I
ask questions where it's like this or that, you get more participation because
they're more confident. They're insecure and they don't want to be wrong. They
don't want to look stupid, they don't want to their peers to see them as not
knowing things. I just feel like sometimes they don't want to be wrong, they want
to be right. I think sometimes confusion leads to clarity. (GG in PLCWK3, p. 6)
The teachers described a sense that their students felt the need to be “perfect” in several
of our online sessions (four of the six); a heightened, “keeping up with the Jones”
mentality, more dramatic than the usual phenomenon of peer comparison that the
teachers had experienced in other years. Perhaps it was amplified by the lack of familiar
recognizable touchstones from the traditional school environment. Another PLC member
posited another possible reason in our exit interview as a larger cultural issue:
I think we need to stop comparing ourselves to the Jones and needing our kids to
be the best at everything, because that also leads into the conversation we had
about being wrong. We don't want to be wrong. So I think that it's like a whole
community issue, and just society and how everybody needs to be the best all the
time and not making mistakes and comparing yourself to the job, you know, the
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neighbor. So, something I would be interested in diving into a little bit more was
how we get a real shift, and how we think about education and how we evaluate
that learning process for kids, if that makes sense? (SGEXINT, pp. 6-7)
This teacher’s perspective looks toward the societal expectation, those of parents,
community, and perhaps, the adopted social expectations that are perceived in the online
forum of social media. Posts are so often idyllic, filtered, even serendipitous, (I picture
the perfect water bottle flip videos and TikTok dances that saturate the popular culture of
the pre-teen) so much so that peer comparison in the absence of in-person classmates
becomes unattainable in the plastic world of social media. In the virtual environment,
student participation takes center stage with the meeting (video conferencing) software
focusing on the speaker and broadcasting their video image and sound to all peers and
instructors in the meeting. I will discuss in the following chapter how this online forum
may amplify those pre-adolescent developmental needs (those of personal fable and
salient private audience mentioned above) which are emotionally taxing even in
traditional settings.
Teachers Talk in Terms of “Buy-In” and “Authenticity”
Student Motivation/ Engagement: Teachers Called it “Buy-In”
Despite the capitalistic attachments so commonly associated with the term, the
teachers consistently used “buy-in” to describe student engagement with instruction.
Since this study is concerned with middle school teacher methods and rationale, I felt it
essential to use terms that best speak to the target audience, other middle school teachers,
by using their vernacular to avoid losing their colleagues’ intended associations;
specifically, their own words. Even when I pushed back against the term, offering up
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“active engagement” as a substitute synonym, the participants demurred, saying that
students were invested mentally and emotionally when they felt there was a strong sense
of buy-in. Indeed, that their students’ effort was seen as a form of sweat equity, invested
into something that should be profitable, possibly even as an appraisal or assessment of
worthiness, when it came to dedicating resources (like energy, effort focus, time, and
attention) to their school work. The teachers felt that intrinsic and extrinsic rewards
worked best to motivate students when concepts of personal achievement (efficacy, skill
development, etc.) were tied to outwardly recognizable tokens of merit. In this exchange
from the first week of the PLC, participants discuss examples from their personal lives
that they have applied to motivating students (PLCWK1):
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SG:

I think this is the time where they need to shift. Certainly pleasing their
parents is a good thing but they need to shift toward intrinsic to do well in
school to reach the goals that they have. So… I'm not against giving a kid
a sticker but I don't think that it's going to encourage autonomy.
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DRL: Yeah, thank you…
AA:

I totally agree with what SG was saying, and I know this is gonna sound
really strange, but I have a connection with this. So, I toy with this
constantly. Now it's been harder to do extrinsic anyway, but I went to this
gym and it was not your typical gym. Weekly, certain people would get
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rewards that they earned. You earned bands, you know, and the place
was [called] training for warriors and there were different warrior bands.
I will never forget the week that I got a band and I remember leaving
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there and saying to myself, “Oh my gosh,” intrinsically, that meant so
much to me. But it took a long time to get a band. I mean I had been there
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months and months, so it really made me think, “Wow!”
Well I was in my 40s at the time and it meant something to me. So it really
makes me think that if you have to work toward it being earned, it means
something. At that time I was teaching autistic kids and my philosophy
was always to be your best you. I thought of getting bands made because
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I thought that to me that can be an extrinsic reward, sure, like “be your
best you” or something like that. You earned it being your best you!
So I teeter [on this thought] and I never forgot that feeling. Sometimes I'm
like, “oh my gosh, it does matter!” but it has to be inside of you. It has to
be intrinsic first, to have the extrinsic matter. (PLCWK1, p. 1)

This interaction between participants in the first session highlighted how they were
mindful of giving rewards that outwardly demonstrated an internal sense of achievement.
The initial speaker, S.G., discusses the limited impact of extrinsic rewards, opening up
the conversation for AA, who places an importance on tying internal achievement to
outward insignia, in this case wrist bands. Here AA uses the phrase, being, “your best
you” associating these representative indicators to concepts of merit and student selfefficacy based on personal achievement. The teachers discussed how they only used
certain electronic feedback icons like animated GIFs (virtual stickers) on virtual
classroom boards or feedback on assignments as a sign of prestige in a similar fashion.
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Table 6
Guidepost 2 (Codebook Example: Teacher Authenticity)
Code

Description

Example

Teacher Authenticity Teacher described behavior “So, yeah, I think authenticity is
as being true or authentic
super important and if you're not
toward students in building being authentic you're being
personal rapport and during fake. So, I try to model that.
instruction. Words also
(GGEXINT, p.17)
include “leveling,” “being
real,” and others.
Note. This is an example from the codebook to add context for the following discussion

Teachers Discussed the Concept of “Authenticity”
In the first three weeks of PLC meetings, I noticed a theme that emerged right
away while looking over meeting memos and session transcripts. It came up in every
session and became something that I wished to investigate further; the importance of
teacher “authenticity,” or at least this was how the participants repeatedly described it
(the term, or some form of it, occurred 49 times throughout the PLC sessions and
interview transcripts). Each of the nine discussed, in their own way, the importance of
presenting a certain, “realness” by highlighting their gaffs, and imperfections and openly
discussing their vulnerability with students in the virtual classroom meetings. As one
described:
So, yeah, I think authenticity is super important and if you're not being authentic
you're being fake. So, I try to model that. So, to the point, when I make a colossal
mistake, [and] somebody catches me. Good job, man, you caught me making, a
human error… I make a lot… not always caught right away and I don't always
learn from them, but being honest with students, I think gets you more. And we
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are all human. Nobody likes to be held to… us, especially, think about the
coaches and teachers you liked, you probably like something about them because
they were vulnerable, not because they were the perfect human or they did
everything perfectly, dotted their “i”s and crossed their “t”s, like, that wasn't the
thing that you were attracted to. (GGEXINT, p. 17)
Perhaps it could be more analytically described as an unvarnished presentation of
anticipated shortfalls to their students; sometimes even before the lesson begins. Some
related how they described the limitations of the instructional materials on hand, or their
general uncertainty of how effective some lessons would be when reformatted to fit the
virtual setting. In short, the teachers made their own learning processes an overt part of
the instruction, like announcing to their students when a new software platform was being
tried out for the first time.
The teachers spoke of the importance of “leveling with students” and “being real”
during remote instruction; a theme that emerged 21 separate times over the transcripts.
When asked if this was a main part of their teaching in traditional circumstances, all nine
agreed that they would tap into their passion for their content, their interests, hobbies, and
made it a point to explain why they valued these skills, the knowledge, and the
competencies to begin with, but the “leveling” and discussing of shortcomings was more
pronounced during the pandemic. The teachers went on to clarify that they took further
steps than usual to bond with the students in this extreme climate with the intent of
cultivating a sympathetic relationship. One teacher describes dancing as a means of
breaking the ice, with a little silliness:
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I feel like in the beginning of this year, I was very… vulnerable, where I made
mistakes, or admitted I did something wrong, or even just acted silly… you know
it helps to build a better connection with them. Like for example, today I was
dancing with them, like, they’re probably looking at me and laughing like what
the heck is she doing? You know, but I was just, like [interviewee breaks into
dance to demonstrate her moves]. So when I see some students looking at me, I'm
like what are they thinking… I mean but then you see them loosen up a little bit
and get a little bit more comfortable and like… oh she's, you know, acting silly…
it can actually make a big difference. (LSEXINT, p. 7)
Teachers saw demonstrating a willingness to be uncomfortable and showing vulnerability
as a way of making themselves more accessible to their remote learners. The teachers
explained the benefits of “leveling” with their students, sharing their own struggles and
difficulties during these challenging times. Several questions emerged that I quickly
added to a reflective memo to guide my further research. Does authenticity truly describe
what they are seeing or is this a generality that encompasses several elements existing
just below the surface? Is there something more here that I am not connecting to the
bigger picture regarding student autonomy? Is this, perhaps, something that they are
instinctively modeling for their learners in the hopes that it will be replicated? Is
authenticity something they, the teachers, seek to cultivate within their students? To lean
into this question specifically, I used the PLC web platform to ask a few follow-up
questions and included this topic as a supplement to the final exit interviews, followed by
a scan of the literature in the hopes of offering some insight into the published academic
thought on the subject and provide context for better understanding the meaning behind
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such a manifest connection to “authenticity” as a whole. These implications will be
discussed further in chapter six.
Teachers’ Experiences in a Time of Pandemic
The following pages explore the participants’ experiences when teaching in the
extraordinary circumstances of the COVID-19 pandemic as a means of crystallizing their
perspectives; giving context for their views on cultivating student autonomy and how
those views shifted under the new paradigm of remote learning. These experiences are
captured in themes below to help set the table, so to speak. I will begin with themes that
were first discovered within the PLC sessions and then later explored through the
individual exit interviews. Themes examining the teachers’ roles of expertise, navigating
new technology, and coping with the immense pressures that grew out of this period of
uncertainty and contagion. Subsequently, I will address the PLC experience as well,
using the exit interview instrument question order as a means of organizing the remaining
findings in a logical manner.

Table 7
Guidepost 3 (Codebook Example: Teacher Roles)
Code

Description

Example

Teacher Roles

Teacher discusses their role in
the classroom in a traditional
setting or in the online/ hybrid
environment.

“It's basically rewriting the entire
curriculum, but definitely having
to totally readjust everything we're
teaching, how we're teaching it.
Half the kids are here in the
classroom and half are at home.”
(GDEXINT P. 6)
Note. This is an example from the codebook to add context for the following discussion
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The Role of the Teacher
Teacher roles were redefined to meet the needs of the hybrid and online setting.
The traditional role of an instructor, facilitator of learning, or more knowledgeable other,
would change in order to meet a new set of challenges in a dramatically different forum;
one with fluid parameters and expectations. During this time, teachers served as guides
for their students in an era of uncertainty, venturing into uncharted territory, where the
norms they established would become daily routines for students in a full year of online
instruction (and in varying incarnations to follow). It was a time conducive to teacher
autonomy as well and perhaps their choices in carving out these roles offered some
insight into teachers’ methods for replicating such qualities within their students. To
simplify, this nexus between the teacher and student experiences provided insight into
how their roles mirrored each other during the pandemic. I begin with the role of
expertise since both teachers and students needed to redefine what expertise would mean
in these uncertain times. Teachers adapted this role to navigate the technological
challenges of the online instructional environment while students leaned into their
fluency and adaptability in navigating these new formats.
Expertise. The teachers’ role as an expert in their curricular discipline is one of
the most salient qualities in the formal educational setting. This however would not be
enough in the emerging “new normal” of the pandemic. Teachers demonstrated expertise
not only in their curricular content specialty, but they also served as exemplars of a wellrounded education and life-long learners. Participants discussed the importance of
tapping into cross-curricular areas for learning examples which added context to their
content area, a concept that came up 13 separate times in the PLC sessions and interview
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transcripts. Teachers described such efforts as intended to tap into the various learning
styles of their students, playing to their strengths in the same way that Gardner (1993) or
Sternberg (1985, 1997) discussed multiple intelligences, and expertise. Participants
described a strong and immediate connection to students who often asked, “how did you
know all that stuff?” when connecting their lesson to details from other content areas.
Their answer was consistent, “I learned those things in school and so can you”
(GGEXINT, p. 29). As the pandemic demanded the needs of the learner to go online, the
role of the teacher would shift in dynamic ways throughout the phases of the outbreak.
Each of these new roles would reveal deeper connections through lenses discussed in
chapter two’s literature review. One major role change was an essential fluency in a flood
of new technological applications.
Technological Fluency. Teachers built expertise in using technology platforms.
In adapting to the online environment, they often described feeling overwhelmed with
using so many applications at once. For example, one PLC member described a litany of
software used for just one instructional session, “We use Google Classroom, Microsoft
Outlook Email, Google Meet (or Zoom) video conferencing, a Google Chrome add-on
for capturing attendance, another extension for enabling a view of all 30 students at once,
and Google Slides or Nearpod, (a teacher-paced presentation platform)” (MBEXINT, p.
7). They also used Go Guardian, a Chromebook monitoring application that also recorded
student computer activity during the scheduled class meeting time and offered teachers
control of the students’ devices; that is, if the student happened to be using their schoolissued device at home, which was not always the case, nor was it required. This district
maintained a policy where students did not have to use school-issued devices, creating
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another unclearly defined loophole, which from the teachers’ perspective, allowed for
inconsistency and therefore, another obstacle to overcome. On top of all these they were
using recording/ video editing software like Loom, Screencastify, or Screen-Cast-OMatic, to capture virtual lessons for “on demand” learning.
There were Flipgrids, Flubaroos, Goobrics, GoFormatives, Flocabularies,
ActivelyLearn assignments, and a seemingly endless array of portmanteau-branded
applications. One can only imagine the experiences of the students, who were navigating
all of these at once, only to switch to another set entirely for the next hour-long session.
Students had to adjust to the platform preferences of each of their teachers. Adaptation to
all of these tech platforms must have been a complex undertaking all its own and, in my
estimation, is a topic worthy of further exploration in future studies. The students were
often trying out new applications sight unseen and working out the bugs until it became
second nature to the online learners.
Teachers Looked to Student Expertise as Digital Natives. PLC members
described tapping into their students’ technological expertise when it came to navigating
new applications. In my experience, the label, “digital natives” (Prensky, 2001) has been
a common phrase in the contemporary educational lexicon when discussing a perception
of young learners’ intuitive familiarity with using technology. Teachers described their
students stepping up to offer help with new software when learning on the fly. One
described her experience with students troubleshooting technology issues in the virtual
environment:
They showed us last year, how resilient they could be. In the crisis of a
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school year, where I had lots of kids that were just very patient when their teacher
had no idea how to use video chat. Like teachers had no idea if they were sharing
their screen, like, Ms. Smith you’re muted. Ms. Smith you’re not sharing your
screen, or like, oh I can’t get this guy’s [device] to work. Do you guys know how
to fix that? They’re like, “Oh yeah, you just do this.” This was a relationship... the
kids got excited when they were teaching the teachers. (MBEXINT, p.15)
The excerpt above describes how teachers may have sacrificed a perceived status tied to
their particular area of expertise when stumbling through the first attempts at using
unfamiliar technology for remote instruction. This sacrifice, however seems to leave the
teacher feeling it strengthened her relationship with students in the absence of moretraditional connections that they would have shared in the physical classroom setting. The
students were helpful in adapting to technology, but still required development of the
skills and basic operation of the more formal applications. Participants described how
students were barely proficient in some of the most basic “office skills” on a computer,
perhaps more accurately described as productivity applications. Here the assumption that
students are naturally gifted when it comes to technology seems fundamentally over
generalized. The skills that teachers in the PLC observed were those of readiness and an
initial strength in quickly making sense of new technology platforms. It seems that their
students were able to adapt to new, unfamiliar applications in an intuitive way. This shifts
the focus onto more of an adaptive expertise (Alexander, 1997, 2003, 2017), the ability to
form immediate mental models and anticipate the required inputs and responses (see the
initial discussion on the basic elements of adaptive expertise in chapter two’s review of
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the literature). MB’s discussion, quoted above, offers an example of a teacher openly
depending upon her students’ skills in navigating new technological hurdles.
As digital natives (Prensky, 2001), the students have been picking up technology
and using it intuitively from a very early age starting with tablets, other smart devices,
and ultimately cell phones. The Chromebooks were a relatively new addition to the
students’ toolbox. The teachers described how students were just starting to figure out
Google Apps for Education (GAFE) (Google’s proprietary suite of applications including
Gmail, Docs, Sheets, Slides, Calendar, and of course, Google Classroom) when entering
middle school. One teacher described her thoughts on the use of Google Classroom as an
autonomy supportive tool:
I think, especially when we're talking about autonomy, Google Classroom, I think
that it is a great tool for them. I mean, I used it, but I didn't use it on a regular
basis and I think that's what's helping these kids be so impressive with keeping up
with everything is Google Classroom. Specifically, I think the calendar and due
dates, having them all in one spot; these are great time management tools, and all
in one resource. Yep, so it's good for organization, where to go, and I think the
fact that all the teachers are using the same platform, especially at this level is
very helpful to the students; because once again, you just open up Google
Classroom and everything's right there. (SGEXINT, p. 18)
Other teachers in some of the sending districts had used these platforms, but sparingly,
often not on a daily basis. For the first time, middle school students were assigned email
accounts. Per respondents, the English department had to include initial instructions on
how to format an appropriate email to your teacher and how to send private comments on
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assignments through Google classroom; steps that were often taken for granted at first.
There is a notable challenge here in being mindful of the tech skills that these “natives”
lack and perhaps a more-firmly delineated timeline of when each instrumental technology
should be introduced as part of the curriculum.
While on the topic of technological fluency in the online era of pandemic, one
anecdotal example is worth mentioning. In the fifth PLC session, the participants
described a district-wide faculty meeting that took place in April of 2021. As the
superintendent was conducting the Zoom call, the constant chime of an attendance
notification tone interrupted him; sounding off repeatedly as the hundred plus participants
joined one by one. The piercing, bing-bong blared over the audio. The leader could not
figure out how to turn off the distracting noise even though the teachers had been
navigating similar technology for well over a year. Seven members vented their
frustration at having been through formal performance observations by supervisors where
they perceived there was a double standard. They felt that such an interruption in their
class video sessions would have cost them an effectiveness rating. “They can’t even use
the technology that we are being observed and being rated on using in the instructional
environment.” (SGEXINT, p. 30) remarked one subject. The perception that leadership
lacked expertise with the now commonplace technology impacted the faculty’s sense of
efficacy and overall esteem for the highest rung of their district’s leadership.
The Role of Teachers as Pillars. Even as the structures of society were quaking
under waves of fear, anxiety, and pressure, the teachers remained as visible sources of
strength and support, not just for students, but also for the community at large. They
modeled for their students (and the parents viewing at home) a cool-headed, positive
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approach for pushing forward during the pandemic. They were the routine keepers, a
shred of normalcy amid a sea of chaos and confusion that had become part and parcel of
daily life during the outbreak. For students, they were the steady hand on the wheel, a
source of stability and calm through the storm. Although they were often only an image
on a digital screen and a voice on an audio stream, they were, for some, the only steady
contact for many young people outside of their household for nearly a year. These
“pillars” (as one respondent termed the role) were tasked with carrying an especially
heavy load, as they described it, and often felt the strain. They felt that community
support was often lacking in the pubic forum of school board meetings and that moreclearly prescribed policies and expectations were desired from the district leadership. The
PLC members described feeling the pressures mounting as the workload increased. As
one stated:
It's basically rewriting the entire curriculum, but definitely having to totally
readjust everything we're teaching, how we're teaching it. Half the kids are here in
the classroom and half are at home. We’re trying to find ways where we can teach
both of those groups at the same time. That’s it, it's been stressful because I think
that’s the best word honestly, it’s an extremely stressful year I definitely would
say, probably the most stressed that I've been at work since, since my first year,
being here. (GDEXINT P. 6)
They were faced with ever-growing amounts of grading, highly individualized feedback,
and transitioning all lesson plans for the new format; struggling with the professional
pressures of selecting “essential” curricula from an already “essential” curriculum. They
were learning the ropes and doing it all on the fly with little time for reflection before the
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next session would arrive. Per their accounts, the teachers experienced vast amounts of
sedentary hours of typing and screen time, social pressures of isolation, and the
frustration of tech gremlins in the works. As one PLC member states:
I think for the veteran teachers, the hardest thing about this was the technology
and learning how to teach in a different way, through a camera and, you know,
through a screen, figuring out adapting in that way (FBEXINT, p.15).
Video calls with lags, skips, and freezes; complete crashes during class sessions, were
now simply par for the course in modern communication. Anecdotally, private
communications and even professional reporters on television were streaming from their
living rooms on the evening news. In short order, people did not seem to bat an eye at a
grotesque face frozen in a moment of enunciation, or muted microphones. Hot mics, live
cameras, there were several moving parts and opportunities for things to simply go
wrong. The compounding social and political pressures of this unique time were
challenging. Teachers feared for their family, for their students, and for themselves. This
was a time of extreme change, growth, and psychological stress:
But, you know, it's hard because we are expected to be like the pillars and our
students are stressed. So we are the pillars that are helping them along and we're
constantly made to worry about our students and how are they doing, but at the
same time, quarantine and the pandemic has stripped away a lot of the things
about this job that make it not as fulfilling, no fulfilling isn't the right word…
reliable (FBEXINT, p. 8).
This member explains the emotional toll in being the dependable “rock” that others turn
toward for stability when they feel the absence of “reliability.” Repeating words like
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“pillars” and “rock” may imply the role of the teacher envisioned during these uncertain
times became a source of stability for others. They may be interpreted as foundational
elements for normalcy during the seismic shifts in the traditional format; shifts like the
sudden departure from the in-person school day. This teacher described the fracturing
that took place from the shifting roles and how she felt while redefining those roles in a
crisis environment. Her account offers perspective on what it was like taking on a role of
strength and support; serving as a pillar in uncertain times. She elaborated further:
This is a gigantic issue, in this day and age, how we're role models for students to
get through a crisis like this pandemic. Not just for autonomy but for mental
health and positivity too. It's hard to be a pillar when you feel like you're being
hacked away on one side. One side is holding you up and the other side is just
hacking away. We talked about this too, in our PLC, about wanting to be very real
with our students, being able to take the time to say, “I’ve made a mistake” and
having those really authentic moments. But at the same time, we're still
professionals and we're still meant to be this sort of rock. It's so difficult to get
students engaged and excited, wanting to be autonomous if we're not excited, and
enthused, or passionate, let alone feeling secure and safe. If I don't feel safe and
secure in this environment, how am I going to project that, or even stability?
Especially when they're changing our schedule and our routine. It disrupts us,
they are going to be disrupted too and then it trickles down from the top, it's really
hard to see that trickle down (FBEXINT, p. 8).
The constant changes were disrupting for the teachers as well as the students. The
uncertainty and instability “trickles down” as she puts it, having a cascading impact on
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teachers and students alike. The sides that she speaks of are the diametrically opposed
political forces that were polarizing the nation’s discourse on the response to the
outbreak, a mix of widespread fear and intense politicization. Passions ran high and
teachers, as nonpartisan servants of the public good, were caught in an uncomfortable
middle ground. Such surroundings made for tension, discomfort, and unease (as she
describes it), finding it difficult to gather strength and motivate students to be engaged.
Teacher and student motivation appear linked through this “trickling down” from the
social climate at large. For teachers like FB, the climate reinforced her own sense of
autonomy as isolation. The “hard to see” comment at the end of the excerpt describes the
emotional difficulty that she experiences in seeing the tremors of uncertainty passing
from her through to her students.
Teacher Motivation. Teachers spoke about the difficulty in staying motivated
during the pandemic with the topic arising 13 separate times in discussions and
interviews. Participants noted that traditional sources of teacher satisfaction were
diminished or were altogether missing when the teachers moved away from the in-person
setting. In pre-pandemic times, the teachers described feelings of enjoyment and
satisfaction when watching a student learn or witnessing a peer exchange between
students connecting content to competencies; the physical excitement and sense of
celebration at the “Aha!” moment. One teacher discusses how those moments are more
difficult to witness under the veil of technology (ABEXINT):
At the end of the day our joy comes from those moments where we can see
learning happening. When we see them connecting or interacting with each other,
they're running with things, being more autonomous. It's so much harder to find
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those moments in this setting. So, when we are not finding the gratification from
our day to day, it's so much more taxing, doing all the other things that we still
had to do before, but now that joy component is missing. Now the things that
made it so enjoyable and made us keep coming back just aren’t there. (p. 16)
From her perspective, this impacts the teacher's motivation and quality of life. The joy is
missing (as she describes it) and the relationships are not perceived to be as rewarding.
The increase in work without the benefit of joy makes it feel obligatory or even like a
chore.
Teacher Experiences
Personal Pressures of Pandemic. The pandemic brought on unique pressures all
its own, “Did we lose ourselves as teachers?” (AAEXINT, p. 15), one seventh grade
educator asked. This was an emotional response collected in an exit interview, which
captured a sense of this teacher’s experiences during this time. It seemed to represent the
general sense of uncertainty that was so prevalent during our time together, not just for
this interviewee, but also for the group as a whole. There was a nearly tangible level of
exhaustion in demeanor, and weariness in tone that I noticed as an interviewer and
facilitator. She continued, “Well, our job usually at this time of year, is to get them (the
students) ready for eighth grade, well, what are we getting them ready for? For next year,
right? Really, what is this? [gesturing] The beginning of just chaos?” She asks, “Did we
lose ourselves as teachers?” (AAEXINT, p. 15). Here the teacher used words like “chaos”
and “losing” oneself, indicating that she struggled to define a personal concept of the new
dynamics impacting her traditional view. She poses somewhat existential questions about
the very nature of what a teacher is in this setting, as her role shifted to meet the changing
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needs of an unpredictable environment. Another stated, “We’re doing the best that we
can for the kids, but our hands are tied. We have no control over the decisions or
policies” (BDEXINT, p. 3). There was emotion imparted in this sentence, a feeling of
loss of control was expressed along with a sense of helplessness when it came to the
policies that teachers were asked to implement. Both sentiments conveyed an emotional
struggle in step with the reality on the ground. In a time of capricious uncertainty, there
was little that teachers felt they could recognize from their previous conceptions of their
role as a middle school teacher. The stress of the new format, the constant changes, the
isolation of it all, would make the teachers’ experiences in this time difficult to endure.
They were complex in nature and provided a singular opportunity to understand their
choices when it came to teaching students in a setting where learner autonomy had
become a central feature in new formats of virtual and hybrid instruction.
Stress of Format (Teaching in a Pandemic). Touching back to the main
research question, in order to understand the teachers’ experiences in the PLC, we must
first look to their lived experiences during the pandemic, which was in full swing by the
time this study began in March of 2021. The previous school year had ended in an
emergency routine, with two hours of instruction being posted per week and minimal, if
any online (live) instruction. Those students (the cohort from the Spring of 2020) were
dependent upon established routines and procedures and the existing rapport with their
teachers to make it through to an anxious summer, a summer that would be filled with
uncertainty and little to no rest. The return for the fall of 2020 looked very different.
Instruction was entirely online with teachers working from home each day for the first
time. After that, shifts in format from online to hybrid (with students split between

153

learning at home and some physically in the room rotating groups each day) made it a
challenge to establish normalcy or even a sustainable routine; so often the bread and
butter of teaching young people.
Increased Workload. For the teachers the new format called for a complete
redesign of lesson materials for presentation and for the actual workflow of the students.
Assignments that could easily be monitored at a glance in the classroom, now were more
difficult to observe. Simply checking progress, or looking for signs of struggle, made
online teaching challenging since it blinded their customary means of monitoring student
performance. The usual methods simply were not applicable in this environment. Even
with the eventual addition of student monitoring software (months into the 2020-2021
school year), teachers felt it was impossible for them to present the lesson and monitor
student performance simultaneously in real time. The teachers reported asking their
directors for “copilots,” either co-teachers or paraprofessionals that could help monitor
students during online sessions as a means of making the process manageable and
holding students accountable. The respondents described with dismay, a director’s
suggestion to ask strong performing students to help, a wholly undesirable suggestion per
one teacher’s account, since students were already placed in a difficult situation.
Since traditional methods of giving individual feedback for students were not
available, several teachers described giving highly personalized feedback on each
assignment through electronic means. All nine participants described a major impact on
the amount of time and energy it took to give individualized feedback in this way since a
general education teacher in this district taught an average of 110 students each.
Commenting individually on 110 separate responses for each and every assignment
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increased the teachers’ physical workload and screen time dramatically. The teachers
described an impact in turnaround time for grading assignments, often taking them longer
than usual to give feedback, which became a challenge in balancing work with family
time in order to accommodate these new demands.
Teachers Were Looking for Some Kind of Normalcy. They often shared the
realization that so much had been taken for granted in the time before the pandemic. All
nine PLC members discussed having great difficulty in adapting to changes the outbreak
and the subsequent period of social distancing/ self-isolating. They waited for a vaccine
or preventative measures to help mitigate the spread and make their work environment a
safe place once again.
Working Around the Clock. The increased workload, seemingly endless screen
time, and the stress of not actually leaving their homes took its toll. One respondent
described working all day and night, sharing a feeling of absolute guilt at not always
being able to be there for their students when they needed help or simply to make this
format work (PTEXINT, p. 11). The sedentary format was often a challenge too, with
teachers facing large amounts of time in front of a monitor, sitting and typing; teaching
into the camera on their laptop. For many, it was difficult just sitting still for so long. For
others, eye strain and headaches were a challenge that they “just had to push through,” a
sentiment shared even when discussing traditional instructional settings. Teachers
frequently described themselves as, “the best actors in the world,” (FBEXINT, p. 9) often
setting aside their personal struggles and putting on a positive performance for their
students, no matter what their personal reality was like behind the scenes. In our sessions,
there was an almost palpable sense of exhaustion throughout the process. Constant
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ideation and integrations of new activities, compounded with grading the assignments
was a heavy lift. Every assignment meant digital corrections, recording the score in the
grade book, and commenting with individual feedback. The frequency of assignments
like these (those with several open-ended questions and graphic organizers) went from
one a week to one every two days. Teachers described how they would observe the
immediate effectiveness of the lesson in traditional learning environments and could give
verbal feedback right away by observing students at their desks and offering instant
guidance, correction, and supplementation as needed.
In the online forum, the soft indicators of learning comprehension, apprehension,
and acquisition, were no longer readily observable. Several stated that these types of
assignments were the only way they could measure student engagement in the class.
Some content areas had the benefit of already incorporating elements of online
instruction due to an earlier (pre-pandemic) move to digitally integrated curricula. The
math teachers in this study described using pre-recorded video lessons that they had
started creating the prior school year and using the GoFormative platform to monitor
student performance online. This platform allowed teachers to track data regarding
student work including: accuracy, duration, and the frequency of student attempts in
accessing the online workbook and activities. Such software platforms showed each
student’s achievement level (gauging accuracy and overall grasp of concepts per aligned
content learning standards) and analyzed performance (time spent online and the number
of attempts for each problem).
Other content areas had more of an ad hoc approach to using existing board
approved texts and resources, then modifying them for online instruction. All of this took
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time and energy with little curriculum re-write time afforded on the clock. The one push
from the teachers regarding this was to remind future administration leaders to allow their
teachers time to make thoughtful changes when making seismic shifts in instructional
format. Teachers felt that the more time they were given to work together with their
content teams, the more confidence they had in the viability of the new material. One
interviewee described her experience (FBEXINT):
In the beginning, I felt very fortunate because technology is not a struggle for me,
I am okay and if I'm not okay with technology, I can figure it out. So that
component of it, of translating things to a computer, translating things to my
monitor, you know that was not easy, but the easier beast to manage…and even
things like lesson planning. It was different, but that was something that I could
also rely on my content team for… that was something we were working together
on and they knew that they were in the same position, working with the same
platform as I was, it was easier that way. (p. 16)
Having planning time to adapt the lesson plans and materials for the new format made it
“easier” for this interviewee in a time fraught with difficulties. She found support from
her colleagues in a shared struggle to teach in a new way. Even with her self-assessed
strength in using technology, this interviewee found herself building her own sense of
autonomy by supporting her individual efforts with guidance and support from her peers.
Another member describes the challenge of having the traditional routines of life
disrupted, a sense of working around the clock, and the distinct feeling of never “shutting
off” because of the stress, anxiety, and uncertainty. Teachers found that, when working
from home, they could not just, "leave it at school" (ABEXINT, p. 7) and separate
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personal time from growing work obligations. All nine described some form of struggle
in setting clear delineation between work and personal time, as one interviewee stated:
There was no cut off, and I was the person for the first five years of teaching,
before the pandemic, where I would stay and work late. I would get in early and I
found the time, stayed after. When I was at school, I was able to be very
productive. Most of the time I could leave things there. That's why I stayed late. I
wanted it to be done by the time that I left so I could leave it there. But the
problem was, when we were at home. Home was worse, right, so it wasn't as easy
as, okay I'm on this side of the couch, and then go to the other side of the couch
you know, I'm home! It was really difficult to find the cut off for where my
workday ends and my home life begins. There wasn't that separation. So among
the other struggles of the school day routine, it never cut off (ABEXINT, p. 7).
In the absence of traditional structure, the norms and routines of the school day were
simply no longer there. In a way, these shared cultural acknowledgements, insignia of
what school truly is, or can become, were challenged here. Things that had become
synonymous with the school day had been removed from the daily experience entirely.
The strict rules of the schoolhouse governing teacher-student interactions and clearly
defined social expectations were unavailable during remote instruction. The soft social
exchanges during communal meals, informal interactions in between classes and hallway
excursions were gone in the separation of the online setting for both faculty and students.
For students, the informal act of learning, which often takes place by simply being in the
same room with teachers and peers, was missing altogether.
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Despite the changes, some stressors stayed the same. An upset parent is not
exclusive to the pandemic, however the stressful impact may have been magnified when
teachers were working from home. One interviewee explained her experience:
For example, last week, I got a rude email from a parent about an extracurricular
activity that we were doing. A really nasty email, and I read it when I was home,
and I had a few people say, “stop reading your email at home,” but because I had
read it at home… I was able to read it, and get upset about it. I actually,
coincidentally had therapy that night so I talked about it there. Then when I came
to school the next day, it was like a clean slate. I pictured myself reading that
nasty email when I got to school. And that was the first thing I’d have to see to
start my day. It would have ruined my whole day, having to carry that emotional
load without showing it [in front of the students] (FBEXINT, p.18).
It was evident that teachers faced tremendous emotional pressure from several sources
and each would have to learn to cope in their own way. Presenting strength and keeping a
stiff upper lip was difficult for this teacher, who used the time and the help of a licensed
therapist to process the upsetting parent email. Tensions were running high and there was
no simple solution. The interviewee quoted above had the benefit of professional help,
but not all teachers felt comfortable seeking therapy or even knew where to begin finding
that type of treatment. The above excerpt offers a glimpse into the emotional impact
parents can have on a teacher. Even in traditional settings, an angry parent email can have
lasting fallout, impacting the teacher’s emotional state and beyond. Although they often
put on a brave face, support appears vital to their sense of self-esteem and self-efficacy.
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Teacher Support
Teachers Felt Unsupported Overall With the Exception of Peers. Perhaps one
of the most difficult discussions from our sessions was on the topic of support. The
members described a lack of visible support mainly from their school leadership and
community during the pandemic. I wish to make it clear that this discussion is not
intended to draw criticism toward those in charge in any way, but instead, is included to
help the profession grow from this experience. During the COVID-19 outbreak, the
teachers felt that direction from above was generally nonspecific and often felt, to the
participants, as if there was a reluctance from the administrators to set rigid expectations
in several areas. The district’s policies regarding students’ use of cameras during live
instruction, and the minimal failing grade were part of the teachers’ perceptions of a
softening of rigor as well as relaxing of accountability measures (like setting policy that
teachers must accept all late assignments) offered opportunities for the teacher to be “left
out on a limb” (as they described it). It should be noted here that I am extremely mindful
when writing this portion in order to protect the identities of the participants with extra
care due to the sensitive nature of these findings. I summarize here based on the
collective sentiment received during our sessions and interviews, intentionally leaving
little in the way of personal identifiers in order to mitigate opportunities to unmask
respondents.
The teachers felt an overall sense of frustration with what they described as a lack
of consistency in the directives handed down to them in this crisis situation. The first
example that emerged was the case of the video cameras. In the spring of 2020, the
district mandated that no student could be made to have a camera on during live
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streaming. This was out of consideration for disadvantaged students who may have lived
in homes unsuitable for taking part in an online environment. Concerns were also
expressed regarding the appropriateness of student attire for online learning. Teachers
largely disagreed with this stance and discussed how they felt the permissive nature of
this directive would prevent far more students from sharing their images on screen during
instruction. Ultimately this turned out to be the case.
By the time the next school year began, expectations changed to an informal
policy strongly encouraging students to have cameras on. Later this policy (or verbally
expressed expectation from supervisors, to be more precise) shifted to a “preferred”
arrangement where the teachers would set appropriate times during the instruction, when
students would be expected to show themselves and then have the option to switch off
again. Each of these were seen as unclear and non-committal. Several of the participants
discussed how odd they found this to be when their own children (at home) were
attending other school districts, where they were required to have their cameras on for the
entire duration of instruction in each and every class. Such consistency was considered
desirable and was seen as a means of holding students accountable. The result in this
district, however, was a majority of teachers talking to screens filled with “M&Ms,” a
nickname for the circular avatar that appeared in place of the student’s face when their
cameras were shut off. One teacher described the frustration of “giving a guilt trip to a
blank screen of skittles” (AA in WK6PLC, p. 10). Despite the sugary analogies, the level
of frustration was clear. Teachers simply gave up on chasing cameras and stuck to
teaching the lessons to those who would hear. It was often described as “teaching into the
void” and “talking to myself for an hour.” This was a large factor in the educator
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isolation described above. The teachers grew frustrated, second-guessing themselves in
the austere surrounds of the virtual environment; where the silent chat box comments
were often the only responses. Emojis were available for nonverbal functions of raising
of hands and showing emotions, but in all honesty (from my experiences), the format of
the video platform made it nearly impossible to actually see all of the student boxes at
once or even to gauge how many were actually responding using that tool.
Teachers described a strong desire for more full-throated, highly visible support
from their administrative leadership. They felt betrayed by the classroom observations
taking place where they were being rated on their professional effectiveness in an
environment in which they had never been trained to teach. From the teachers’
perspectives, the stress of the new format was pressure enough, only worsened by adding
the weight of supervisory observations, by leaders, who themselves had never taught in
such a way. One teacher described the pressure of being observed during a hybrid lesson:
Mr. Smith [an administrator] was in here a couple of weeks ago doing, you know,
one of my 946 observations, because I'm not tenured, but he was in here and it
was when we were on, you know, AB/ CD days. So I had like five kids in my
room and the rest online and I taught the whole period from my desk. During an
observation! And you just feel like… can you imagine, if I told you last year that
you would teach an entire one hour lesson and not get up from your desk, it’s just
so much pressure being observed now. (PTEXINT, p. 14)
This interviewee discussed the nervousness she felt in teaching from her desk during an
observation, a common taboo in the profession under traditional circumstances. Teachers
felt that, for their bosses, the data collection outweighed their social and emotional needs;
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not only as educators, but also as people just trying their best to get a difficult job done
under highly irregular circumstances. To their point, it is unclear how one could be rated
on skills and techniques that were never introduced through training in any sense of the
word. This was a sore spot for the group and I hope that it will help steer future leaders
away from taking this step if such an outbreak should occur again in the future.
Some respondents desired administrator support that was simply more consistent
and clear. They wanted explicit guidance for dealing with things like new technology
platforms or district rules and expectations (i.e. the camera issue). They felt that vague
answers simply left opportunities for teachers to receive blowback and a sense of
plausible deniability on behalf of the leadership. Such sentiment was not supported by
extraneous specific evidence outside of our discussion, but the feeling was notable
amongst the participants and it bears mentioning here. The teachers did not want to pick
and choose which platforms to use. For some, picking between “Google Meet'' or
“Zoom” was confusing since several (seven of the nine) had never worked with either of
them, and in fact had never recorded a lesson on a computer before. They simply needed
to know how to work the technology and how to make sure it was safe for their students
to use. At the time, “Zoom bombing” emerged as a prank with criminal consequences in
the contemporaneous news reports of the day. Rogue students from schools around the
nation were sharing virtual meeting links online, then posting explicit adult content on the
class’ video streams. I make no assertions that this occurred in this district. Nonetheless,
the threat was real, only adding to mounting uncertainty and stressors already in place.
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Policies Lacked Accountability: Consequences and Repercussions
When students failed, teachers felt they were pressured by the district leadership
to chase them and collect “verbal answers'' for tests or accept minimal effort on
assignments. Such a lowering of expectations, this lack of rigor, and opaque
consequences, made it challenging to motivate students and stay engaged. The teachers in
this study unanimously shared their disdain for the district’s recent policy of maintaining
a minimum passing grade. Students who did absolutely nothing at all for an entire
marking period would be bumped up to a minimum failing score of 55. The members felt
that this removed a level of consequences and accountability for students to eek by with a
last minute minimal effort to lock in a score of 75 in the final days of the fourth quarter.
The curriculum directors justified the move as a social and emotional
consideration since students might be too daunted by earning a 10 or 14 out of 100. The
teachers felt that a student actually “had to work harder to not get credit and earn such a
low grade.” One stated that the only way to earn a twelve was to “...literally do nothing at
all during the entire marking period and refused to do every assignment” (BDEXINT, p.
17). They saw this as a lowering of the most basic standards and an implicit green light to
continue to “skate by'' with no consequences whatsoever. The district policy had been
modified, directing teachers to accept all late work as a means of being “flexible.” As
teachers and students return to the classroom, this “flexibility” seems to have carried over
into the new school year with behavior, vandalism, and disengagement emerging in the
dawn of our steps toward normalcy. Stories from public schools filled the news across the
nation in the Fall of 2021 with social media platforms, namely TikTok, hosting
challenges like the “devious licks challenge;'' vandalism videos, where music plays as
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students record themselves tearing apart school property. Others recorded and posted the
various other school districts’ principals’ intercom announcements with phones hidden
under desks and recorded the giggling reaction as the students delighted in the vandalism.
There was even a challenge encouraging students to record themselves “slapping a
teacher” and posting the video onto the platform.
Mixed Support From the Community
Teachers described school board meetings at this time to be “devastating” and
“frightening.” These meetings can be difficult even in traditional circumstances. The
increasing polarization of the national political climate had left an impact here just as in
many schools throughout the nation. The teachers described a strong feeling of hostility
and frustration, a fear that led to outbursts of aggravation, even parent rage. I sat through
these meetings personally and witnessed what the participants had discussed. The virtual
meeting platform itself may have emphasized the emotional outcry from the public.
When each person spoke, the software would place their image on the main window of
the broadcast, taking center stage of the videoconference and dwarfing all others.
There seemed to be an even split between COVID deniers, demanding a business
as usual response to the outbreak, and safety-concerned parents pushing for precautions
(steps like working remotely, tracking and contact tracing the outbreak of new infections
within the district; enacting quarantine protocols and keeping potential viral vectors at
home). A few teachers spoke up to advocate for their protection, often quite eloquently,
but emotionally breaking down into tears out of absolute exasperation. The community
was in turmoil when working out a plan to deal with this novel virus amid few
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preventative or treatment options. Here is an exchange with an early service teacher in an
exit interview regarding this support (MBEXINT, pp. 12-13):
192

DRL: I guess we should talk about the pandemic in general. So… talk about
your experience with the emergent COVID-19; your overall experience,
how it's impacted you as a teacher, and as a person.
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MB:

I think with everything, I mean… there's the good, the bad, and the ugly.
The good is, you know, people say that when they were quarantined, they
got to spend time with their families, like they've never got to spend [that
much] time with their family before. Or they got to appreciate different
things… at the same time, like being in a school… I feel like a drone, like,
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I don't want to tear apart [speak negatively about] the community, but you
see that ugly side of how it felt [it felt like] the community and parents
versus the school and teachers. Teachers were praised at first like, “yeah!
You guys are awesome!” “Thank you so much for everything you're
doing.” And then it started to shift to, “Why aren't you going back to
school?” or “Why are you not in five days a week?” or “Why aren't you
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putting our kids back to school?” and I think that tension was felt by
everybody. I think the teachers picked up on that tension and the students
picked up on the tension too. The students listened to their parents when
they heard them talk about it. If you say the school is doing poorly, then
the child's going to perceive the school poorly, they’re going to perceive
their teachers poorly. So I feel like coming into the school year, everyone
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was like, “I don't know what to say,” “I don't know what to do!” I don't
like it, we're all just trying to do the best we can for the kids and our hands
are tied…
DRL: So, not much support from your community? How much would you say?
MB:

Probably half the community, yes exactly. And it's, discouraging as a
166
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teacher to want to work with and help these kids when their parents are
down your throat. As I think… this was last year, the end of my first year
of teaching and I ended up… at some point, listening to a board meeting
and you hear teachers talking too, and they all have really great points.
Then all of a sudden parents talk, and you're like, “Oh I didn't know they

220

sounded that way!” I felt so blindsided by how drastic the sides were, and
I don't know, maybe I’m a more unbiased person… I haven't been
teaching for so long… I don't know how to describe it.

This teacher’s description captures the emotional pressures at work and how they
perceived the volatility of the political environment impacting the public-facing
operations of the school system. Some local parents came to the aid of the educators, but
the PLC members discussed seeing a strong undercurrent of anti-teacher sentiment on
social media platforms such as Facebook parent groups that the teachers (some of whom
were parents themselves) had been members of for years (since some had children who
were students in the district). There were reportedly, tirades toward the profession and
criticism of individual teachers themselves by community members. Board meetings had
usually been somewhat routine proceedings in traditional times and few faculty members
would actually attend them. Now most were tuning in online and seeing the amplified
outrage directed toward them and the district as a whole. It had a sobering, if not
altogether chilling impact on the teachers who described a need for support from their
community, not to scapegoat or blame. The PLC members described the collective need
to put that unpleasantness behind them, but admitted that there was a definite lesson
learned about how tenuous the support network and relationships really were in this
setting. How quickly those bonds can dissolve in times of unrest. The idealistic notion of
parents and community working to support their children’s teachers was challenged
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during this time. Like other assumptions, the pandemic would provide new insight into
the state of societal conventions in areas like healthcare, government, and education.
Teachers Took Solace in Peer Support. All nine of the participants described
their need to turn to colleagues for help in setting up online tools, establishing new
procedures, and learning new techniques for surviving in the online environment. One
seventh grade math teacher described her experience relating it to being in college again:
I was bouncing things off of eighth grade math teachers, and eighth grade math
teachers were bouncing stuff off of us… leaving it this year, to people who seem
to have a better footing on it, but we're still now transitioning to this hybrid model
so it's like, how do you manage in person teaching and virtual teaching
simultaneously? So, I think, just us meeting with each other and other teachers,
we got to hear what we're doing. How are you starting off your class? How are
you managing the people at home? The kids at home, are they working? How do
you get them motivated? It's like we're almost going back to college, I feel like
closing my eyes and I'm in a college classroom again and we're just trying to
figure it out. (MBEXINT, p. 4)
Teachers described the essential nature of such interdependence in their peer network
during these drastic shifts in instructional format. Content and interdisciplinary teams
turned to each other in order to learn and troubleshoot new technology applications.
Immediate demands needed to be met, far beyond the capability of the IT department. In
no way is this intended to disparage the work of the technology team at the school
district, but the respondents, felt overwhelmed by the amount of technology that needed
to be implemented each day (as discussed earlier in this chapter). Teachers confided that
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they were group messaging and texting constantly throughout the instructional day,
passing on what worked and what did not in the hopes of learning from each other’s
experiences. They turned to peer support to reinforce their sense of efficacy in the shift to
this more independent, autonomy-centric setting. More related details regarding this
important finding are discussed further in this chapter when addressing the members’
experiences with colleagues specifically while taking part within the PLC sessions.
Teacher Mental Health
One teacher was remarkably candid about their struggles with mental health
during the pandemic. They shared their need to seek professional therapy during the
chaos of the outbreak in this excerpt from our interview:
60

AB:

I don’t know how personal I can get…

DRL: As personal as you want.
AB:

Through quarantine, I started a kind of mental health journey of my own,
of starting therapy for the first time. And one of the things that I found
very useful about the process was that, when I go through my week, when
something happens, something negative happens, or even something
positive, in the back of my mind, is “oh, this is something I want to talk
about later [with the therapist],” it forces me to reflect, not necessarily in
that moment, but to put it away on a shelf and bring it out later. And that’s
sort of what this [the PLC] has had for me as well. I was forcing myself to
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reflect on some of my practices or some of the day to-day things that kind
of frustrated me or made me happy, to kind of put it away and shelve it for
later when we could bring it out and talk about us (ABEXINT, pp. 5-6).
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This teacher felt it important that others feel empowered to seek professional counseling
too in times of crisis in order to help build coping mechanisms and seek unbiased
guidance during such an upheaval of normalcy. They also used this opportunity to
compare the PLC as almost therapeutic in itself (a topic that will be discussed in more
detail below). This was yet another reminder of the dynamic nature of teachers as
individuals and although they appear to be handling everything in stride on the outside,
this perception of strength and stability is often for the benefit of others. There is a
complex operation of managing, even prioritizing topics for reflection from the
interviewee above in order to cope with the demands of the circumstances at hand.
Anxiety Over Possible Infection. Participants described a sense of constant fear
for their own safety and for the safety of their families. There was a constant worry that
they might bring this virus into their homes from someone at the school. The stress of
possible infection, family infection, and even losing family members from COVID-19
were more than vague fears, they were a daily reality. Two members of the PLC lost their
fathers during the study. One participant confirmed that her father had died due to a
COVID-19 outbreak (contracted at his place of work). Such intense pressure led to
sympathetic colleagues pitching in to help make the burden a little more bearable as best
they could. Here the subject describes how colleagues pitched in and covered classes
when her father passed away from COVID-19. She took only five days off because of the
anxiety and ever-present demands, but confided in our interview (DTREXINT) that the
work, especially in isolation helped her focus on the positive, and kept her occupied:
I have to say it's been so unbelievably helpful in a time like this, I was out five
days and I spent my six hours on a Sunday, preparing for the week that I would be
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out. I almost didn't mind it because it kept me distracted. I was supposed to be off,
off the clock, but I was always working. Working full time, scheduling posts on
Google Classroom, making sure that assignments are okay, making sure that kids
understand the directions, and then writing my substitute plans because there's
going to be a sub in the classroom. All that stuff, and then just talking to other
teachers. I had so many other teachers in my department take over some of the
work for me. I was just expecting that whatever the kids did, I'll figure it all out
when I get back. I'll figure out what they understand and what they don't and we'll
work it out. But because the kids didn't have the ability to ask me, “oh I don't
understand what I did wrong, can you help me with this problem?” I had other
teachers commenting to my students, it was amazing. (p. 19)
During this week, the teachers pulled together and covered her class instruction, even
grading the assignments, communicating with students and commenting/ leaving
individualized feedback on assignments. The teachers stepped in to take care of one of
their own, suffering unimaginably, a worst-case scenario in the pandemic climate. In the
responses that followed the sentiment above, she expressed gratitude for her colleagues’
actions and support when stepping in on their own time and doing so much to help her
get through it all.
Instability During Constant Sizeable Changes
The one constant during the outbreak of COVID-19 was the repeated seismic
shifting in the format of instruction. The mere act of adaptation was quite an undertaking
on its own. One teacher remarked:
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Especially in a scenario like this, those routines that they built for themselves
are continuously disrupted and destroyed. For instance, going from a virtual
environment to a hybrid environment, where you're teaching the kids in front of
you and the kids online, but then we're back to virtual again. You know, that
disrupts our routine and the way that we are organizing our day as well. So,
they’re little adults, and for us to expect them to do something that we struggle
with [adaptation] is a big gap. (FBEXINT, p. 9)
The teachers went into survival mode or, “panic mode” as one subject described it at the
time. They had to re-imagine, on the fly, what education would look like in 2020/ 2021.
They found it difficult to adapt, to keep up with the large-scale changes in instructional
format and constantly resetting expectations. The role of the teacher and the very concept
of school itself kept evolving at revolutionary rates. Rates that continued, even after the
return to in-person instruction resumed.
Some changes that followed seemed contradictory to the fundamentals of teaching
from the teachers’ perspective. They expressed that an ideal instructional setting fosters
confidence in learners through consistent, clear expectations, and repeatable processes
including daily routines and procedures; where students understand what success looks
like and what is required of them in order to be successful. Teachers felt that after finally
hitting their stride, they were starting to observe steady growth within their pupils. They
described a mild perception of normalcy that had emerged on the part of their students by
the spring of 2021, when the district decided to change the format yet again for the final
five weeks of the school year. As one teacher describes their disdain for the changes in
the last five weeks, “To change their whole success structure, all the expectations, all the
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time management, everything that we've been talking about literally goes against
everything that that makes sense to me” (GDEXINT, p. 11). This interviewee felt that the
changes were counterproductive and counterintuitive to what they felt were fundamentals
of good teaching.
The PLC members shared that one of their biggest challenges was in establishing
routines and procedures with students that they had never met, nor would ever meet face
to face. It seemed to them that when they were finally feeling successful and a tenuous
routine had been established, the large-scale changes disrupted their students’ study
habits and fledgling routines by making the school days rotate with no flex day. The
Wednesday flex day was a key instructional day set aside to complete the extra grading
and individual feedback while offering time to work one-on-one with students. It
afforded students greater autonomy to spend extra time on their weakest areas/ subjects
and offered an independent time for reinforcement tools, apps, and gamification. The flex
days were an anchor in the center of the school week, which helped to keep the schedule
predictable and the workload manageable. The days they had math, English, science, etc.
would be different each week now because the Wednesday flex-day served as an anchor
point so the “AB” schedule could serve as an established routine. Students reliably knew
(before this shift) that their “morning” classes (from their traditional schedule) would
take place on Mondays and Thursdays and that their “afternoon” classes would
consistently take place on Tuesdays and Fridays. The Wednesdays followed a half-day
schedule where teachers would follow a half-hour class schedule, making themselves
available for questions and answers or supplemental help. Students were expected to log
in to get updates during their scheduled class meeting time on Wednesdays and then were
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able to sign off and work independently on the activity the teacher had assigned for that
day. Removing this foundational element in the schedule was a highly unpopular change
with the teachers now that the students had developed some rudimentary time
management skills and had socially and emotionally been able to adapt to the routine.
The teachers perceived this as the district’s disregard for the fundamentals of
“good teaching considerations” in order to appease the loud and angry few as a gesture of
political obeisance. The teachers vociferously described that it was their impression that
the school board and superintendent simply wanted to claim that students were in the
building five days a week by the end of the school year, but they could not name any
specific benefit that would justify this change. For the participants, this was an “empty
talking point,” a symbolic virtue signaling of sorts, which had costly ramifications for
both the faculty and the students. The teachers felt that this move revealed the social
emotional dynamic to be little more than platitudes since the upheaval was highly
stressing to all stakeholders involved. It seemed unthinkable for the PLC members to
finally have established a working flow and a set routine only to uproot the order of
things at a time (the end of the third marking period and the beginning of the fourth
quarter) when rigor is traditionally at its highest. Teachers remarked that stability was
highly desired during the COVID pandemic, but seemed to be in short supply.
Teachers Felt Isolated During the Pandemic
Teacher isolation was a theme that emerged within the coding analysis in ten
separate places throughout the data collected. The participants addressed the feelings of
constant isolation they experienced during the outbreak. For them, even the most routine
forms of contact were removed from their daily lives. In the absence of clear
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governmental health department guidance or any vaccine, there was a nearly palpable
anxiety in even the most routine aspects of daily living. Many families tried limiting their
risk of exposure by sending out one member to purchase groceries. Social distancing and
masking; essential steps for public health and safety, were nonetheless even more
isolating to the individual.
The absence of casual camaraderie, the little moments for sharing personal news,
venting, and bonding were all but gone immediately in the move to remote instruction.
Lunchtime for the faculty is often considered a mainstay in the social life of a teacher. It
is a time and place to release the pressure of the day amongst other adults after a morning
surrounded by twelve to fourteen year old students. Teaching, even in traditional times, is
an isolating profession. The teacher often works independently as a conductor of their
little part of the school. The contacts made when passing colleagues in the hall and the
brief exchanges between classes are key parts of the teachers’ social life and sense of
community throughout the day. Lunchtime is the one moment where the teacher can
recharge, away from the students surrounded by peers. During the pandemic this was
replaced with a solitary meal at home, often rushed between scheduled meetings, which
meant hopping on yet another Zoom call. One teacher described her experience:
The one thing that I feel like as a professional that I've missed this year is like
we're not having lunch in the faculty room and we're not, just doing our normal
things where you're not walking around in hall duty and touching base with
people. You know, if we didn't do this, I probably wouldn’t have seen any of you
face to face. (BD in PLCWK6, p. 6)
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Even when teachers were in the building, the lunchroom was off limits since the invisible
specter of contagion loomed everywhere. When teachers were on campus, they were
eating lunch at their desks and all contact was maintained through video conferencing or
group chats (via personal phones and messenger apps). Some tried to connect for virtual
lunches, eating online and chatting together, but according to them it lost its allure; they
liked seeing each other, but did not like the feeling of eating on camera.
The participants described their feelings of frustration and isolation. They
expressed a strong sense of disdain with district officials repeatedly addressing the
emotional needs of the students with a push for social emotional learning considerations
that were focused primarily on the students. In their opinion, little concern was evident in
addressing the faculty’s emotional needs when teachers were physically separated from
family, friends, and coworkers; the pandemic was a lonely time for many. Home now
served as the workplace, family center, and emergency shelter in a time fraught with
societal, political, and financial stressors.
For context, there were runs on stores causing shortages in everyday necessities
such as toilet paper, bleach, and poultry. For months, supermarkets across the nation had
aisles of vacant shelves and long lines. With no vaccination available for the first year,
sheltering in place and social distancing became the norm. These were times of intense
pressure. The lack of routine, heightened level of fear, and overall uncertainty made this a
difficult time for the PLC participants. The teachers felt alone having few answers for the
questions their students were asking about the world.
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Teacher Expectations for Social and Emotional Learning (SEL)
SEL was mentioned with some frequency; there were fourteen instances where
SEL emerged as a distinct topic in our discussions with nearly half (six) of those
instances including a sense of derision (negativity). SEL quickly came to mean any
consideration of student stress and soon was regarded by the teachers as one of the latest
buzzwords in education during the pandemic. The teachers felt that the implementation of
SEL was inauthentic or disingenuous when inserted into their interactions with
administration. They often thought of it as an attempt to make personal connections with
students using overt gestures in order to make it clear that the emotional needs of the
individual students were a real concern. As one teacher put it, “Social emotional learning
is just, being human and acknowledging the struggles of our students'' she continues, “I
think that in many ways they (the administrators) are trying to make these mindfulness
activities for the purpose of recognizing that the students have feelings, but you know we
are already taking this into account because we’re struggling too” (FBEXINT, p. 20).
Such sentiment was not unique to this member; each of the nine participants shared
similar feelings that this became somewhat of a checklist item, which was overly
emphasized toward students with little consideration felt regarding the faculty’s
emotional needs.
Every meeting seemed to touch back to concepts attached to SEL, this latest term
of art that seemingly dominated the lexicon. New descriptions and applications emerged
each time. Some integrated regular use of icebreakers and activities like showing off pets
each Tuesday. Others interpreted SEL as being flexible with student needs and
demonstrating patience and understanding (specifically when it came to making up
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missed work or pushing back deadlines and due dates) offering emotional support when
students exhibited signs of distress. The academic research discussing the fundamentals
of social and emotional learning will be discussed in further detail in the next chapter
along with implications for leadership, but for now, it bears mentioning as an emergent
theme across all respondent interviews and PLC sessions. This was a considerable theme
helping clarify the teachers’ experiences during this time. In discussions during the study,
the participants considered the concept of SEL to be a buzzword of sorts, the latest trend
or verbal tic when it came to all facets of interaction with school leadership. The topic of
social and emotional learning and a closer discussion of the core tenants of SEL in
academic literature will be discussed in the implications chapter in greater detail. These
elements align closely with the autonomy-supportive teaching methods described in the
literature review (Chapter 2) in what seems to be a missed opportunity to implement a
meaningful enrichment of the school culture and student-centered learning environment.
“Fauxtonomy” a Counterpoint Perspective
It was in my final exit interview that a dissenting point of view emerged from one
of the members of the PLC. This teacher described his experience of teaching in the
pandemic as influenced by his role as a parent. He had middle school and high school
aged youngsters attending the district featured in this study living in his household. The
respondent described the experience as a parent to be “challenging and a real struggle”
when it came to trusting his children with ownership of academic responsibilities in the
remote environment. The PLC member spoke candidly of working from home and in
between classes finding his middleschooler working from the bed and the highschooler
playing video games on a television console while virtual class was underway on the
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Chromebook across the room. Camera off and microphone muted, the response the
children gave was “they can’t see me” when the parent chastised them for such behavior.
Of course the parent demanded that the child change his ways immediately and take his
school responsibilities more seriously, but found it nearly impossible to keep on top of
the boy when called back into the building to resume his teaching responsibilities on site,
thus arriving home hours after the live-streamed school day had already come to a close.
This member felt that student autonomy was being leaned on extremely heavily at
this point in the pandemic and supportive practices (such as means of accountability)
were needed then, more than ever. He found that the district’s flexibility and softening of
due dates offered his child a means of putting off responsibilities. The child’s teachers
were operating under the district’s guidance to accept any late work that was offered with
few (if any) accountability measures in place. They perceived lack of consequences to be
counterproductive; allowing the students to rush through assignments well after the
deadline and turn it in once the scores had already been entered into the grade book. This
teacher described it as a sort of false autonomy. Instead of owning the academic
responsibility, the students seemed to be merely maintaining a minimal presence on the
periphery of the school day and simply “putting out fires” when the teachers would catch
up with them. This phenomenon, this “fauxtonomy” as it was jokingly termed, caused a
great deal of stress within the family, for both parent and child.
In the same interview, he candidly described the near dependence of his son on
video games, stating that the teenager was playing eight to twelve hours a day and
possibly even more. There was also a social dynamic attached to the platform. The games
were online forums where players talk with friends while playing collaboratively, even
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streaming video broadcasts of themselves and their screenplay on live-streaming services
such as Twitch. This teacher described confronting his son and how he felt betrayed by
this behavior. He trusted his son to make good choices, only to discover, that the boy had
been playing these games almost exclusively and had not been attending classes aside
from logging in for attendance purposes and letting it play in the background with his
camera off and microphone muted. He described the importance of accountability with
real consequences. It seemed as if the loosely administered negative sanctions became the
sole driving force for students like his son toward the end of the remote year of
instruction. Other members of the PLC described their shared frustration with similar
events in their own classroom environments (none that I will describe individually
here). They too recounted experiences with several students only turning in assignments
well after their grades were posted in the online grade book.
The Teachers’ Experiences in PLC
After the initial pre-survey and the six weeks worth of PLC meetings were over, I
asked all nine of the teachers to sit with me for individual semi-structured half-hour
interviews regarding their experiences in the professional learning community (PLC).
The following pages will address the themes that emerged from coded transcripts of
meeting sessions, and these exit interviews. The themes will be discussed using the
interview questions from those one-on-one sessions as a means of organizing the
collected data in a systematic form. Some questions from the protocol (Appendix C) have
been condensed together in the interest of clarity and concision where appropriate.
When asked, “How would you describe your overall experience while taking part
in this professional learning community?” (Question 1, Appendix C) all nine teachers
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described having a positive experience (a sentiment shared 14 separate times across the
interviews) with some likening the meetings to a form of therapy. One stated:
I think it's a benefit, I mean I think, so often when we get together by department,
we don't hear a lot of strategies from other groups, we're with our teams. It's
usually more like problems, as opposed to, you know, there just isn't always a lot
of time to talk about the craft of teaching and how to develop that in a real
concrete and useful way. Just hearing little things about, oh I do this I do that, or
this is something I've tried or heard and it's like wow! That's a great idea. Maybe
you didn't come up with it, you know, we like to steal things from each other so
it's always good to hear what somebody else is doing. Maybe I could try that?
Back to the whole COVID thing, especially this year when so many of our old
tricks of the trade just kinda flew out the window. (BDEXINT, p. 2)
This teacher found the experience to be useful in the pandemic, a sentiment shared by the
members of the PLC. There was a perceived benefit in talking about the various
strategies, successes and misses in the pandemic environment. As this respondent makes
clear, even in traditional times, there is not usually a mixing of content and rarely do they
have the chance to discuss methods and rationale with colleagues from other disciplines.
Positive Experiences in PLC: What Worked
Letting Their Hair Down. For the members, the pandemic was a highly stressful
time. They reported that in multiple district-led committees, they felt held back from
revealing their true fears, frustrations, and concerns since there were always
administrators present. As one member stated:

181

So, all of my other scenarios where I am interacting with colleagues, besides, like
a casual lunch setting, any of my other times of day where I'm meeting with other
people, there's usually an administrator involved as well. So I go to team A
[redacted name of committee] meetings or I go to a team B meetings, and there's
always an administrator there so while you can express your frustration, there is a
level of restraint that I feel like I have to show. Whereas, in a space with just other
colleagues, you can be a little bit more unchecked, in how you're feeling and
expressing those feelings. (FBEXINT, p. 3)
The boss-employee dynamic may have limited their candor, diminishing an unvarnished
representation of teachers’ fears, stressors, and concerns. Some interviewees stated that
they did not feel comfortable revealing their own professional struggles in front of their
bosses. For them, the PLC offered a welcome reprieve where collegial exchanges went
unmonitored by their superiors. It bears mentioning that the participants went to great
lengths to describe how much they admired the local building leadership, but regardless
of who was in the role, they would not have felt comfortable sharing what they viewed as
struggles or shortcomings in front of district superiors. The teachers also described a
perceived benefit in collaborating with colleagues, with whom they did not regularly
have a chance to work. Here, the same teacher comments further (this excerpt
immediately follows the previous quote):
And not only that but it was different people than I'm used to interacting with.
The people who were in our PLC, are people that I know but aren't those who I
get to talk to all the time because they're on the other side of the building, or you
know, different content teams. So it was nice, beyond just getting to take down
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the walls of not having administrators there, but also being able to kind of see eye
to eye with people I wouldn't really get to interact with, like other peers
(FBEXINT, p. 3).
They described a feeling of “putting up walls,” in settings where administrators were
present. To this teacher, it seemed that leaders were always there, in every committee
meeting, causing the teacher to maintain a level of restraint and inhibiting candor in those
crucial settings:
What I found useful was being able to take scenarios that we are currently having
in the classroom or problems; you know, students not showing up for class or not
completing work and feeling very depleted, I think this year, has made us all feel
that way, and to be able to go in a kind of a setting where we're kind of taking the
walls down and sharing those experiences, hearing that the other people are
experiencing the same things and then kind of being able to collaborate together
to form solutions to those, was that process, I think was the most helpful thing
that I've taken away. (FBEXINT, p.2)
Terms like, “seeing eye to eye” and “taking down walls,” reflect the emotional impact of
the format, and the possible, if inadvertent, intimidation by supervisors in meetings
intended to provide support. It also imparts the feeling of isolation felt by this teacher and
emphasizes the personal importance of peer connections in this time of uncertainty.
The PLC Felt Like Therapy. An interviewee describes the PLC experience as
feeling like therapy:
One word that comes to mind is, therapeutic. I felt like some of what the other
teachers were doing was similar, informing, or inspiring things that I could be
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doing. Or things that I wasn’t doing, so I thought of it really as beneficial.”
(GGEXINT, p. 1)
Another described the experience as, “Venting with a purpose,”(FBEXINT, p. 4). The
PLC was an environment, separate from the traditional “lunch session,” where the
venting was used to reach a mutual purpose, a positive goal. The participants had several
shared perspectives, however their primary concern was for the welfare of their students,
often describing personal sacrifices to mitigate the stressors on their students. The shared
frustration and mutual struggles inspired teachers to describe how they felt better
knowing that their struggles were not unique, that others felt the same way. Overall the
teachers described being surprised and even impressed by the level of thoughtfulness and
intention behind each of their colleagues’ methods. They were inspired by the rationale at
work below the surface. Several noted in the exit interview that they would turn to
colleagues more frequently to discuss their methods and rationale and even make a point
to reach out to teachers from different grade levels and areas of expertise to gain their
perspectives. There was even an acknowledgement from several participants that they
would be more likely after this experience to intentionally seek advice from teachers who
are still early in their careers since they found them to be such a wealth of insight for
navigating the digital landscapes and social issues; even popular trends that have been
developing so rapidly since the more seasoned teachers entered the field.
Hearing Colleagues’ Perspectives. Overall there was a keen sense of interest in
the perspectives of colleagues, especially their rationale for choices in instructional
methods. This was a chance to revisit the potential applications of those instructional
techniques. Hearing the perspective of their colleagues offered an opportunity for a fresh
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take on methods long familiar, but had remained untried. Methods like pre-recording
instructional videos for difficult concepts, or supplementing lessons with more studentled activities and projects. One of the most influential methods was suggested for forming
connections with students in the absence of the physical classroom using brainteasers and
puzzles at the beginning of class to get to know students personally. These activities
offered several perceived benefits; serving as an opportunity for bonding while building a
working knowledge of students’ individual personalities and learning styles. It revealed
social dynamics that the teachers wished to tap into in order to appeal to the learners in
their classrooms sight unseen.
The teachers discussed the use of these puzzles early on in the sessions. One of
the teachers running the school equivalent of the gifted and talented program used these
types of “ice breakers” in their every day classes as a means of building comfort and
engagement detached from concepts relating to mastery of content. Several of the
members tried this out immediately, using puzzles in several online classrooms. There
was a notable admiration for the gifted program and the special education teachers
delighted in the notion that they were already using something similar. They remarked
how they felt relieved that even the “advanced” environments were doing similar
activities. That they were not so far apart as they had previously imagined.
These brainteasers offered students a chance to build a sense of confidence, being
able to contribute to the class environment, regardless of their sense of self-efficacy in the
subject area. The teachers described starting out with simple puzzles, but learned quickly
that the students pushed for far more challenging and complex activities instead
(GGEXINT, pp. 11-12). Within the first or second week, the G&T teacher described
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having to hunt down multiple step puzzles like those found in escape rooms or more
advanced challenges. There was a perceived benefit in building teamwork and interaction
between students solving problems together experiencing success in the learning
environment without it constantly being tied to curricular competencies and learning
outcomes. This PLC member described the experience:
This was by far the most beneficial, anything I've had all year, because it was… it
was real and it was authentic and it was genuine, and it was effective. I found
myself looking forward to going every single week and using things from every
meeting in my classes, yeah, it was so, so needed. (PTEXINT, p.4)
This interviewee discusses how she borrowed strategies from colleagues and tried new
techniques out each week. She felt that the collaborative nature of the PLC was helpful in
giving her immediately usable strategies in her classroom. Another, more seasoned
teacher found it helpful hearing colleagues’ perspectives from diverse levels of content:
It was great just hearing other perspectives, you know, and I really love that we
had such a great, a diverse group of, you know, in years that people have been
teaching and subject matter and it was great to hear from those teachers who are
like one or two years in, as opposed to those of us who have been here for a long
time and everything in between. And the different subjects…you kind of steal
something from different levels, like we had G&T through to our special Ed
teachers and everybody in between. (BDEXINT, p. 2)
The term, “stealing” or “using” techniques discussed in the PLC meetings was shared
between these two interviewees. The idea of borrowing instructional strategies and
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discussing their outcomes made the PLC function almost as a collegial workshop on
autonomy-supportive practices. As one member stated:
So I find it really useful to connect with other teachers. I think that it felt like the
perfect time. While COVID and this year, may have kind of thrown everything
for a loop. I feel like it was the most beneficial year that it could have been to
meet with professionals that are going through the same trials and tribulations
and to be able to not only strategize, but just to find common ground, and find that
other people are experiencing the same problems or questions, or struggles that I
was, I found that very, very useful. (ABEXINT, p.1)
This interviewee mentions the usefulness of the collegial discussions specifically during
the pandemic. She discusses sharing strategies, tips, and tricks, but mostly found comfort
in the shared struggles of her peers.
Teachers Described Feeling Heard/ Validated by Peers. There was an overall
sense of a personal and professional feeling of validation of the individual teachers’
processes and choice in methods from peers. As one put it:
“I felt heard, which is something I hadn't felt really all year. So that was nice
being validated, not in a whiny way, inspired by some of the ideas, my colleagues
shared, building relationships, there are some people in the group I knew, but now
I feel I know better and have more of a relationship with.” (SGEXINT, p. 2)
The idea expressed here as feeling heard seems to imply that this teacher feels unheard in
other forums. During this time of uncertainty, feeling powerless and voiceless may be a
psychological (and emotional) obstacle. Words used here like “whiny” and “validated”
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impart a discomfort in some forums for opening up and revealing this teacher’s true
feelings depending upon the setting.
New teachers felt a sense of comfort and a sort of efficacy by hearing veteran
teachers struggling in the same ways that they were and thinking through the same
thought processes. One interviewee stated:
One of the big things for me, kind of as a newer teacher was that I always kind of
stress over validation of whether I'm doing the right things whether I'm doing
things in the classroom. And especially this year with everything going on, it was
great for me on one hand, to hear that the other teachers, the more experienced
teachers, were all having the same problems that I was having. [That they were]
doing a lot of the same things that I was doing, but then also for some of the other
times, they were putting forward ideas that I hadn't really thought of before, and
being able to kind of, jot things down, obviously, the recaps we had on classes or
being able to steal from this or borrow from that was something I felt like I grew a
lot from, getting all those kinds of fresh perspectives. (GDEXINT, p. 3)
Interviewees described a sense of relief in hearing that more-seasoned teachers shared
similar anxiety with the format and over the effectiveness and validity of their new,
experimental methods during remote instruction. The collaboration with colleagues was
important to each member and was an enduring connection that was anticipated by the
participants to last beyond the study’s end. The group specifically enjoyed the supportive
nature of the PLC environment. There was little if any visible negativity demonstrated
between the members in our sessions during the six-week run. Perhaps it was simply a
default level of collegial decorum and politeness, or it could be that venting and
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negativity often emerge from the hostility of feeling either unheard or undervalued, and
both were not the case in this setting. The PLC gave a voice to each member with an
emphasis on the importance of all individual perspectives in the group.
Teachers Viewed the PLC as an Ideal Format for Professional Development
Teachers Are Dissatisfied With Their Current PD. It was relatively early on in
our meetings that teachers began to compare our professional learning community to their
concepts of professional development (PD). I had not considered this connection when
designing this study, however I was interested in hearing their impressions of how such a
forum could possibly be something meaningful beyond this dissertation and perhaps offer
a path for future study by replicating this research model. Eight of the nine participants
mentioned this in their exit interviews without solicitation, perhaps gaining popularity
amongst the participants from the PLC session discussions. This district contractually
requires a set number of PD hours for staff to develop professional skills and grow as
practitioners. The overall sentiment was that the current PD offerings were seen as
unsatisfying. They felt that the concepts featured were often abstract or too wide
reaching. In fact, they often found that some of the guest speakers and required readings
focused on what they considered to be outdated skills which they had learned back in
their pre-service days in preparation programs. The teachers found the concepts to either
be too remedial in nature or too expansive to be implemented right away.
From their perspective, items that were not immediately applicable, merely added
up to one more obligation on an ever-growing list. To them, current PD sessions added
more responsibilities with no direct benefit. The teachers described the ideal PD offering
as being simple, effective, and immediately usable with few or no extra steps for
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integration. “Stop talking down to us!” (PT in PLCWK6, p. 8) as one teacher put it. This
teacher felt that PD sessions were often condescending, bringing a local “expert” to
regale the lacking throng with some secret skill set that would set their world afire if only
they could manage to understand and integrate these new techniques. The teachers felt
that, ideally, offerings would approach them as highly educated (even intelligent)
individuals. As a group, they described a sentiment that leadership seemed to have lost
sight of the notion that they were once teachers too, and the overall competence required
to attain said position. The respondents felt unheard (despite being vocal); that the
offering of content rarely worked with their existing tools. As one teacher described:
PD needs to be focused on what's going on now, you know, not brainwashing,
because that's what I feel PDs are like okay, let's brainwash or… Okay, I need to
earn my paycheck, let me put something together here. I'm for just making it real
and relevant so we can get something out of it, you know. (SG in PLCWK6, p. 8)
They felt that PD often sought to replace their methods entirely, usually in a
condescending manner when it comes to their purportedly outdated practices (those same
practices that were often brought to the district in previous PD sessions).
PLC members preferred PD based on peer conversations that tapped into their
expertise as professionals. They described a desire for teacher-led PD sessions that
featured something they could “use right away” and not have to spend more time
developing or implementing since they already felt overwhelmed. Teachers wished for
PD that avoided current buzzwords or hot topics (fads) with little staying power from
some expert that was here today and gone tomorrow.
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PLC Members Felt Discomfort Discussing Their Methods With Peers. Each
time I asked the question, “What do you do specifically to encourage student autonomy
in your classroom?” there was a notable hesitancy in the group. Often there was an
immediate move to change the topic to something that happened that day or that week in
particular. Even with considerable refocusing this was a difficult topic to pin down in
conversation, at least at first. In later interviews some participants described their initial
reservations. Some were reticent and admittedly self-conscious of sharing their personal
teaching strategies, not thinking them befitting the expectations of their peers. Here an
interviewee (GG) discusses their experience in opening up to colleagues in the PLC.
GG:
40

This was in my mind and then that really made me think that this is the
time to bring it up, so we kind of bounced around, but it made it feel like it
was authentically, what we needed. Yeah, we were describing things and
then saying oh yeah that's what I'm doing. I'm doing this. And we
confirmed some things too. Okay, I was doing the right thing there, I was
with others’ philosophies, in the right place for this… I like that.

45

DRL: So some items were a confirmation of what you were doing? The
things you're actually doing seem to be validated by your peers?
GG:

Yeah I think so, which is, which is I think, was there a benefit to that
specifically? Um, I think. I don't know I, I tend to be a little self
deprecating about a particular part of my skill set, because my discipline is
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so student driven, I feel like I might rely on my personality and my
diverse, you know, schema, I think I have a pretty good solid foundation.
(GGEXINT, pp. 3-4)
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Like GG, others were simply unsure if their peers would be judgmental of their methods
or rationale. Eventually each participant warmed to the discussion to varying degrees
when it came to personal choices of methods and reasoning, specifically applying the
theory from our talks to their existing practices. It seemed the participants simply needed
to feel that they were among friends before they opening up to possible judgment or
derision. It took a few sessions to acclimate to the new setting and collegial expectations.
By the third week, all nine of the participants appeared to be at ease with the process and
even seemed comfortable in the PLC.
The PLC, a Place for Collaboration and Trying New Things. Members felt the
PLC was a venue where they could share new techniques during the pandemic. Teachers
described varying successes in attempting several methods of online and hybrid
instruction during their time together. The first few sessions started with discussing
traditional methods for student autonomy supports, when school was live and in person
within a brick and mortar setting, but quickly moved toward the immediate needs of the
pandemic. The PLC members described their methods for eliciting student responses in
the often-austere online environment. The tactics that they developed emerged
throughout our discussions were often improvised. Getting creative seemed par for the
course, whether dancing or jokingly threatening students with off-key singing, teachers
seemed to use any tool they could fashion in a pinch. These tools included means of
checking student attention using non-sequitur feedback requests to check listening and
active engagement, and even various levels of emotional manipulation, or “pity for the
teacher” as one of the members described it. Another termed this the “Janet” method, in
honor of a much-loved colleague that would often tap into her students’ empathy,
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accentuating her vulnerability in order to cajole otherwise challenging students into going
with the flow. The following exchange was from the sixth (and final) PLC session
(PLCWK6, p. 10). One teacher describes how she coped with the silence of the students
in the online format. Waiting and providing time for students to respond was something
that teachers admitted was a struggle even before the pandemic:
380

SG:

Silence, and that’s one of the things I said was my takeaway from this
year. I’m getting better at it. That silence, that awkward wait time. Um,
you know, I’m definitely getting more comfortable with that long stretch
of quiet with nobody answering.

DRL: Yes, that seems like it’s a big adjustment. When you’re speaking to your
385

students online how do you elicit a response? How do you get used to
that? Are there any tricks or go-tos that we’ve…
FB:

…I know this is a breakaway from autonomy, a little bit, but it’s, it’s
trying to cultivate a place where you get a response. To take pity on me,
honestly is what it is 90% of the time. I like, try and look extra pathetic
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I’m not getting answers, and then eventually somebody will answer me.
FB:

It’s the same too. I have us say good morning together. We do this little
back and forth thing, so I’m like “Good Morning” and nobody says
anything, I act really sad and then more kids join in because they are
taking pity on me, how pathetic I am. So I play on that. I feed off of that.
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That’s like, I got that from Janet, that’s what Janet always used to do, like
if the kids weren’t responding she would act sad and that would make the
kids feel guilty, so I’m trying to use the Janet method.
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When performing their good morning routine, if there was little or no response, a teacher
described how they would appear “pitiful” to guilt students into taking part. According to
FB in the excerpt above, teachers had already been tapping into some forms of emotional
manipulation in order to engage students.
Another teacher discussed the struggle to not put words in their (students) mouths
and waited for lengthy periods of silence for the children to gather their thoughts. This
dialogue immediately followed the excerpt above: As she described it, “it felt like an
eternity of silence with dead air,” (SG in PLCWK6, p. 10), but she grew accustomed to
waiting over time:
397

SG:

I struggle as kids are sitting there, waiting for a volunteer and they are
trying to put their thoughts together for a minute. I like, want to just put
words in their mouths, like I’ve been really, really, bad with that and I
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just have to sit and wait. I’ve been forced [to]. It’s…
PT:

Not sure if like, they’re there and I’ll be like, alright, if you’re with me,
put the word “banana” in the chat box, then I say “go!” Right in the
middle of the class. I’ll be like alright, and put the word “racecar” in the
chat box and you’re just like flooded with a word, and you’re like, okay,
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great, like they’re all still here. Like they might not respond or want to be
called out, but, like they’re in the room.
LS:

Oh, I threatened to sing, and if they didn’t start responding, I’ll be like
don’t make me sing, you know and then like, yeah, obviously I
still sing anyway.
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This interaction revealed some go-to strategies that participants described as valuable
additions to their online teaching repertoire or digital bag of tricks. Discussed above, one
participant shared that they checked if students are listening by asking them to enter a
random word like “banana” or “racecar.” Others threatened to sing or even danced (in the
style of popular TikTok videos) to elicit reactions from the viewing audience at home.
They found it difficult to vary the energy level to highly responsive “talkative” sections
compared to more-reserved groupings of students. An abundance of dead air was
depressing for the teachers; they often described it as begging into a void for some
acknowledgement. “They used to answer and now they’re not answering anymore,”
lamented one frustrated participant (AA in PLCWK6, p. 11). Finding ways to get
students to engage with each other seemed to be an important focus for teachers in the
absence of the traditional classroom setting. Breakout rooms, lab partners, and small
groups were hit or miss (almost impossible to monitor in any reliable way with only one
teacher online per session and roughly 25 students under their charge). Some teachers
promoted sharing in the chat box, even encouraging “goofiness” in that forum to make
students feel engaged in the discussion. Waiting for student responses was a repeated
difficulty and any feedback; even silliness was a welcome boon to the singular voice on
the video call.
Lasting Impressions: Teacher Takeaways
In the exit interviews, the participants were asked one final question, “What is a
possible take away or lesson to be learned from this unusual time in education?” to close
out the study, (Question 3h, Appendix C). Some responded they would take nothing for
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granted when returning to the traditional setting. Others described a new appreciation for
collegial support and the social elements involved in teaching as well as learning:
FB:

Anything, I can endure. We are more flexible and more resilient than we think we
are, We never thought that we could bend this much because yeah, when you take
every ounce of structure or anything that you think of as teaching and what you
need to teach. When you take all of that away, including students in front of you,
including a classroom, like, I can still do my job decently well from my kitchen
table. (FBEXINT, p. 25)

GG:

Number one, the value and benefit of the ideas that exist amongst my colleagues
and the power of, the advantage of... kind of getting a look behind the lens to how
awesome other people do it. Yeah, and then the pandemic thing is definitely… its
people, it’s about social constructivism. We've missed this whole thing that we
took for granted, which is building knowledge amongst a group, being part of a
group and having that common reality of we're all learning, we're all people in the
same place. Why not pull in some direction, social, social learning social
constructivism? The power of being around people. It's so important. (GGEXINT,
p. 26)

MB:

It just shows, by us meeting together and how many teachers who came to it [PLC
meetings] because you know it's all based on a volunteer basis so none of these
teachers had to, but they did it to support a fellow teacher. They did because they
genuinely care for their students, and what we all have to offer them in our own
different ways. So I just, it's just amazing to hear from other teachers whether it's,
you know, good things, bad things, like all of it together. Just by showing up and
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coming together as a group. I feel like really made an impact. (MBEXINT, pp.
22-23)
PT:

Take nothing for granted. Oh, yeah. Um, knowing that I can provide my students
with more autonomy than I was giving them in the past is good... This is a good
stretch. Yeah. Mm hmm. Sometimes, you stretch and go further than you ever
thought possible. (PTEXINT, p. 33)

AA:

I think that I was reminded by everyone's thoughts of the importance of getting to
know our students on a personal level. Also hearing another teacher saying, I love
when you do this, not realizing that it was something that came about because it
mattered to the kids, you know, and it might have been something so small but it
was something that she was able to hear by their engagement. (AAEXINT, p. 22)

SG:

I think I always had empathy, and I think that word now is overused, but like
many teachers, we were thrown into this. Just the reality of the diversity of home
life, I mean we literally barged into these peoples’ homes, for sure and some
things that kids were able to come to school and leave behind, they could not do.
So I feel like it really opened my eyes to how diverse our lives really are and how
challenging many of these lives are for the kids, for sure. And when you think
about kids dealing with some of the issues or dealing with stuff at home, and
talking about completing a reading form for me it just seems, you know,
unimportant. So I think that I'm an empathetic person, but it just made me really
feel it. (SGEXINT, p. 22)

LS:

Authenticity. Just being vulnerable, Yeah, which like we said, helps to show
students, if you can show them you're authentic and vulnerable maybe they'll be
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more authentic too. They can be heroic, to step up and help you. Let's say we
struggle with oh, I can't get this [technology trouble]. “Oh, I'll help you!” they
chime right in. (LSEXINT, p. 31)
GD:

So I would say the biggest takeaway for me, and I talked about it a couple times
probably, is just how important student bonding is to the idea of autonomy. That
if the kids want to learn about it they’ll care about what you're doing in class, or
when they're not in your classes to follow through. That was a big one for me, it's
something that I got to think about a lot when I'm teaching; how am I going to
make these kids care about this? How am I going to make them want to come to
my class every day? We talked about it quite a few times, that is one that I think
would stick with me, and how important that is to the larger picture, something
that I kind of found out this year. I talked about it during one of our meetings,
what personality can do to get them to buy in more to what we talked about, kind
of making yourself out [to be] your true self so that way, they do [too]. That kind
of thing goes a long way when they see you as a person. And they care more also
just sometimes even taking a step back from the content, having fun with the kids.
GG talked about the different brain teasers and games, things like that, little
things, fun things to make their day a little bit better. It makes them want to be in
your class. Outside of the PLC, I was in his room a few weeks ago and we kind of
went over some of those different puzzles. He was showing me different
examples and stuff. It’s nice to see how just taking a small step back from the
content goes a long way. (GDEXINT pp. 20-21)
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BD:

Definitely trying to making more of a point for myself professionally to reach out
to other teachers, especially teachers who, I would think, in my mind, you know,
before this, [I would think] “What am I going to get out of talking to a first year
or second year, math teacher who teaches seventh grade?” I hope that doesn't
sound like snooty but how is her experience going to help me in any way or relate
to my classroom? It's like, oh! But it really can, because if I have a problem, I
have an issue, or I'm struggling with something, I would normally go to either
somebody in my own department, or somebody with more experience or similar
experiences. Why not go to that brand new kid that might have something good to
offer? It's like I never thought of that or reaching out to the chorus teacher. It’s
like, well how can the chorus teacher, who teaches this fun thing, help me in my
serious business of teaching writing? But he can, you know. So I think just being
more open to talking to more [colleagues]. Not just in passing and “hey how are
you doing?” but more professionally with, with a broader variety of colleagues.
(BDEXINT, p. 14)

Respondents described their experiences individually when taking part in this PLC
focusing on student autonomy in middle school, specifically during the COVID-19
pandemic. Each response reveals the unique perspective of the individual and insight
reflecting upon the events of the last year. They all shared a common thread of positivity,
whether stemming from the feeling of camaraderie with other teachers proverbially in the
same boat, to self-discovery of strengths, weaknesses, and an overall resilience. These
closing sentiments reflect perhaps one last hallmark of autonomy supportive practices;
the inherent optimism of facing a situation larger than the individual, more complex than

199

the immediate, and building toward that uncertain future with a growth mindset (Dweck,
2008). Each obstacle was discussed in a language of positivity, in terms of growth and
change in order to meet the needs of the new challenges and rising through the hardship
to emerge better equipped, and ready to meet unimagined future challenges.
Summary
Teachers entered into this study with an sense of importance for cultivating
student autonomy in middle school and found their experiences in the professional
learning community on this subject to be positive, even beneficial to a degree. Perhaps
the most interesting findings were the collegial connections that the teachers shared
during such uncertain times. They found it helpful in dealing with the unique stressors
brought on by the pandemic, specifically the emotional impact of isolation, an increase in
workload, and anxiety in teaching through an unfamiliar format with novel resources for
the first time. The nine participants imparted their perceptions of a collectively stressful
experience when teaching during the COVID-19 pandemic, but also found the
collaborative nature of the PLC a welcome reprieve from their isolation.
The group felt there was mixed support from the community and a lack of support
or clearly defined direction on the part of district’s top leadership, emphasizing their own
autonomy as exemplars for their students. They described the various roles they inhabited
along the way and how their practices changed within the climate during the outbreak.
The topic of student autonomy was seemingly tied to their own in the absence of the
traditional classroom structures. Their performance adapted to meet the needs of the new
setting, serving as a pillar of stability, tech savvy instructor, and model of self-driven
learning.
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There was an overall high enthusiasm for taking part in the professional learning
community and each described the feelings of not only emotional support, but also as
enrichment; by professionally affirming individual instructional methods and rationale.
The teachers described a preference for stronger accountability measures for middle
school students with more clearly defined rules and expectations in order to avoid the
uncertainty they experienced. The teachers had a shared desire for a stable learning
environment and hoped that these considerations would be top of mind if and when it
came to policy making in the future. Simply put, in times of crisis, explicit direction and
rigidly clear expectations were preferred over improvisational ad hoc remedies.
The members discussed a desire for their district’s professional development to
look more like our peer-driven PLC where colleagues help each other grow through
collaboration and sharing individual expertise. This study offered participants a chance to
break down the classroom walls and peer into their fellow teachers’ bag of tricks,
candidly sharing their methods and experiences during a period of constant unrest. The
next chapter will explore the implications of these themes as they apply to the concepts
from chapter two’s literature review and theoretical framework. The implications of these
key themes will be explored in chapter six in the light of their possible impact for social
justice and educational leadership when it comes to cultivating student autonomy at the
middle school level; offering a glimpse of what has been revealed by this time of
pandemic that is still waiting to be explored in future studies.
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Chapter 6
Discussion and Implications
This chapter will discuss the implications of the findings presented in chapters
four and five of this study. Major themes of performativity and teacher authenticity
emerged from the responses to serve as a connective tissue between the teachers’
experiences and their methods for cultivating learner autonomy within their students.
These themes were instrumental in understanding the experience of the PLC members
and served as a means of answering the main research question, “What is the experience
of teachers taking part in a professional learning community focusing on student
autonomy within one school in the Mid-Atlantic region of the United States, specifically
during COVID-19?” I will discuss possible leadership applications through the social
justice lens of critical pedagogy and will highlight areas for future research. The
implications are also discussed in the context of the sub-questions, what methods do the
middle school teachers in this PLC use to foster autonomy? What was their rationale
supporting their choices in methods for building autonomy? Which pedagogical theories
were represented by these choices? How do teachers motivate students to be autonomous,
and how has COVID-19 and remote instruction impacted student autonomy? I aimed to
place the answers of these questions from the findings in chapters four and five within the
richer context of lenses described in chapter two. These overlaid lenses are intended to
help situate the implications for consideration in the hopes of informing future teachers
and school leaders in order to mitigate the impact on education should further unforeseen
crises emerge. In fact, I argue that such a PLC design can be beneficial not only in times
of crisis, but might also make for a desirable form of professional development (as the
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participants vocally pointed out) during more temperate times, helping to mend the
existing fissures that pandemic disruptions have exposed. As Freire (1970) states:
Problem-posing education [critical pedagogy] – which accepts neither a “well
behaved present” nor a predetermined future—roots itself in a dynamic present
and becomes revolutionary… Hence it affirms women and men as beings who
transcend themselves, who move forward and look ahead, for whom immobility is
a fatal threat, for whom looking at the past must only be a means of understanding
more clearly what and who they are so that they can more wisely build the future
(Freire, p. 84, 1970).
The pandemic has offered a rare opportunity to learn from what was, the processes and
strategies implemented during these historical times as well as the importance of teacher
support and learner autonomy. Such shifts have uncovered cracks within the public
education system, offering a moment for reflection when setting policy for future
situations. It is my hope that school leaders will take this case study into consideration as
a single factor of many when preparing emergency plans and pairing down curricula
during crises scenarios on the horizon. Having several contingency plans for catastrophic
situations such as a pandemic may be par for the course in the years to come. In the
future, it may help to designate key facilitators, whose expertise are devoted to
emergency responses and establishing back-up virtual systems for competent teacher
training based in andragogical acumen, rather than the ad hoc measures of today where
best practices were simply adopted on the fly. Preparedness would seem to be a possible
means of alleviating pressure from several of the stressors described in the previous
chapter. Small changes for district leaders could include establishing peer networks or
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intentionally forming PLCs during times like these. The teachers in this study certainly
valued collegial exchanges and benefitted from peer relationships and emotional support.
Implications
In this chapter I look first at the unique needs of the middle school environment as
a bridge toward greater autonomy. Next, I will discuss the role of teacher emotional
affect and the concept of authenticity in the classroom as it connects to performativity in
a limited sense (which I will explore in greater detail later on). So much of the teachers’
discussion in this study stemmed from their performances in the physical and virtual
environment, their dependence on collegial support, and their resourcefulness in building
personal connections with their students. I found it nearly impossible to separate entirely
the teachers experiences from their methods and rationale since they were woven together
so closely during the pandemic where ingenuity and improvisation became a regular part
of the daily routine.
Middle School as a Bridge Toward Greater Autonomy
The teachers in this study described the middle school setting as a bridge toward
autonomy, a training ground for self-sufficiency and where student ownership of
academic responsibility could be practiced and refined to meet the more stringent
expectations of subsequent levels of secondary education. So many of the findings
included the performative aspect of teaching, from the modeling of expected social norms
for enculturation, to cultivating the reproduction of autonomy supportive expectations.
The participants in this study consistently made reference (whether intentionally or not)
to aspects of audience expectations, grade level criteria, and how teachers represented the
qualities they expected students to reproduce as part of their middle school acceptable
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behavior. GG, in the previous chapter, described building student autonomy as a shift of
responsibility for learning from the teacher to the student. A notion reminiscent of locus
of control, a psychological concept (Rotter, 1960), which at a glance (to paraphrase
superficially), focuses on an individual's perception of control of their environment as
driven internally or externally. The teachers in this study were speaking specifically in
reference to the structural supports of middle school teaching that include the scaffolding
measures that help build efficacy and even expertise over time. Perhaps this scaffolding
could apply to the shifting locus of control by using such supports to internalize the
operational sense of self-efficacy for the learner. This autonomy supportive scaffolding is
even more clearly visible through Vygotsky’s (1978) zone of proximal development
(ZPD) where the learner is assisted in achieving success, which would otherwise be
outside of their reach without the assistance of the more knowledgeable other, in this case
the teacher. This approach requires constant monitoring, adjustment of rigor, and
consistent means of individual accountability (as described in chapter five) in order to
establish social and academic norms. The teachers felt that in middle school some
supports are needed to help condition the developing adolescent in order to experience
what success looks like and how it may be achieved independently (and repeatedly).
The teachers often described this sort of autonomy supportive practice as “middle
school expectations” or the “just the way we do things in middle school,” marking a clear
delineation between the independent expectations at the high school level and the
interdependent setting of elementary classrooms. In context to such prescriptive settings
(settings where age-appropriate expectations are part of the cultural norms in the learning
environment) examining their roles becomes a major part of understanding the work of
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the teacher, the students, and the cultural expectations taking place in the middle school
setting serving as a bridge toward autonomy. Thompson (2011) distils Heath and
McLaughlin (1994), stating that opportunities where youth can try on adult roles can have
a powerful impact on their learning. That youth learning is enhanced when adult
communities include youth perspectives, avoiding a reliance on one-way learning in
which new comers unquestioningly adopt new roles (Lave & Wenger, 1991, Rogoff,
1990, 1995). To me it seemed the teachers were performing the expectations that they
wished to see repeated by their learners and closely monitoring the ways their roles were
reproduced by students.
Methods for Cultivating Student Autonomy in Middle School
Teacher Emotional Affect and Authenticity Through Performance. Teachers
remarked how they had become more self-aware by sharing experiences with each other
during the PLC sessions. The topic of teacher affect rose to the forefront time and again.
Affect, as in the affective attitudes, values, and interests they exhibited toward their
students during instruction. Teachers described the importance of building and
strengthening connections with students individually and dropping what they described as
an artifice with their pupils that might have otherwise been more strict (or at least more
reserved) in pre-pandemic times. The members made mention of the need they felt, to
shed the informal early career advice of, “Don’t smile until Christmas,” an old saying
meaning to keep it strict, almost coldly professional, until the beginning of the second
marking period. Something I had heard repeatedly in my first years of teaching and
nearly all participants mentioned this concept during our interviews. In our discussions,
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the teachers described wanting to soften their traditionally rigid demeanor to become
more socially and emotionally approachable to their students.
It bears mentioning that, in my career, I have never actually witnessed a teacher
withholding smiles, but what I have observed was a more-rigid formality in the beginning
of the school year when teachers are setting expectations, demonstrating measures of
accountability, and establishing appropriate classroom behavior. In the absence of the
classroom, teachers felt there was a need to overtly emphasize newly established routines
and procedures in the digital setting, routines that they freely admitted were also new to
them. They collectively described feeling a constant level of discomfort in their own lack
of familiarity with the new expectations. One described it as “working without a net,”
meaning that there is a certain degree of comfort and confidence (and even safety)
inherently built into the lessons that arise from a repeatable process, now removed.
Such iterative repetition allows for reflexive practice and constant revision each
school year. In the absence of the repeatable processes, the teachers seemed to have relied
on affective performance where they focused on the personal rapport with learners to
help forge newly defined expectations. It may be that teachers were emphasizing aspects
of kindness and understanding to compensate for their dip in self-efficacy. Since the
teachers could no longer depend upon the self-assuredness developed through past
performance and time-tested methods, they seemed to build students’ confidence in them
through embracing their vulnerability in an environment that was new to them as well as
to the students.
Establishing new criteria and behavioral expectations on top of new instructional
methods made this uncharted territory for even the most seasoned professionals. The
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online setting became something of a great equalizer, where teachers described feeling
like novices all over again. In an unexpected twist, the new teachers felt that they had
accelerated their maturation in the field in almost a battlefield promotion, after working
through this “seat of the pants pedagogy” while adapting to “teaching on the fly.” They
felt “battle hardened,” and described a certain loss of innocence (or more accurately
naiveté), self-reportedly dropping the “need to plan every minute” stigma that other early
service teachers may have traditionally taken years to shed. I saw some evidence of this
in the bluntly practical nature of the discussions encompassing their attempts at trying
new methods and modes of instruction with a “just go for it” attitude that the early career
teachers exhibited in their second or third year of service. This format for PLC offers an
opportunity for teachers to learn and grow from each other even outside of circumstances
of the pandemic. In some cases, the newest teachers were viewed as valued contributors
in the latest educational technology since their preparation programs had already been
using several of the online tools that would become the bread and butter of remote
instruction. Teachers’ emotional affect impacted more than just their interactions with
students, reaching into their rapport with peers. Their collegial exchanges offered
valuable insight along with new techniques in a PLC where new forms of practice and
performance came together.
“Owning Your Quirky,” Weirdness as Authenticity. One teacher described how
he began each year by discussing his quirks and encouraging students to embrace their
unique talents, interests, and style. He places this within a frame of being true to himself
for anything else would be dishonest. This teacher seeks to empower his students to be
comfortable in their own skin, emphasizing this unique individuality as a means of
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empowerment. From a critical pedagogic perspective, he was acting as what Giroux
(1997) would call a cultural producer. By valuing diverse perspectives, he is balancing, in
his way, the underrepresented students who were hesitant to share their hidden
idiosyncrasies with the rest of the class. This teacher mentioned a student with a passion
for video games, who would erupt in such overwhelming detail about the worlds and
characters found in his games. This student would go on and on, but rather than skipping
over what others might have considered to be a distraction, this teacher embraced the
opportunity to learn about the child’s interests. It turned out that this love of games
inspired the student to learn computer-coding language on his own outside of school.
This was a skill, which other students held in high regard, earning him status amongst his
peers. Such a small act of inquiry emphasized how valuing students’ interests
demonstrated caring, authenticity from the teacher, and was valued by the class.
When it came to opening up to students, three of the nine participants described
using their vulnerability as a powerful tool for connecting to students. During our
discussions, others described trying somewhat unorthodox measures to engage students
in participating too. The online environment offered several opportunities to make highly
noticeable mistakes. These few talked about their use of those uncomfortable moments to
win over students who may have been hesitant to join the conversation. This choice of
interaction came with fears of losing students’ esteem, diminishing their perceived
concept of competence, and placing the estimation of teachers’ expertise in jeopardy. It
was described as a tradeoff, risking perceived efficacy in exchange for relatability or
approachability for students. Teachers discussed how they often embraced making
mistakes overtly, in front of classes, as a means of showing that it happens to everyone,
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that making mistakes is useful part of life and learning. One teacher discussed talking
their students through a full shut down of a virtual class session that just stopped
working. They were patient and explained how “these things happen,” taking their time
to explain each step in recovering from the technology hiccup and even joking about this
being part of “our new normal.” This teacher was surprised at how accommodating and
understanding their students had been when logging right back in again. Others described
talking for a long time to their online class only to have been muted or not sharing the
intended material on their screens. Rather than venting frustration, they simply worked
out how to compensate for the errors in real time, making it part of the lesson.
Teachers also felt an intense student anxiety over making mistakes. According to
the participants, this was a usual challenge at this level, but there was a general consensus
that it seemed heightened during the pandemic. They felt the increased student stressors
were compounded by the limited exposure of individuals to their teacher (lacking
connections that would otherwise be a part of spending time together in the same room,
those idiosyncrasies were cut out almost completely in the online environment). It may
have also been amplified by the singular focus of the virtual lesson experience where the
person speaking fills the screen and is literally the center of the entire call. There may be
an area for further research here, for more technically inclined investigators, to take up in
the near future. Perhaps key changes could have been made in the instructional platform
itself to improve the virtual learning medium to meet the specific social needs for
teaching preadolescent learners, an instructional environment less geared toward business
use and crafted more specifically for the needs of students. Possibly a format where
learners take up less of the focus individually and can better see and interact with peers in
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a common setting, sharing equal voices and screen space, more like the familiar social
norms of an in-person classroom setting.
Performativity. When discussing the changing role of the teacher throughout this
study, the performative aspect appears to be a salient component in adapting to the online
or hybrid environment. I use this term somewhat superficially, divorced from Butler’s
(1993) deeper sociological interpretations often tied to matters of identity and gender
studies and apart from Lyotard’s (1984) notion of economic productivity. Here I merely
look to the way teachers performed their classroom functions, in the same way an actor or
a musician presents an experience to an audience. It bears mentioning that there is an
associated sense of artificiality tied to a dramatic performance, one that may seem at odds
with the concept of authenticity that the PLC members held in such high regard. The
teachers described playing to the camera, considering the learners as their audience in a
sense, something that is almost always part of the role of a teacher, but here it was
different. The difference in the hybrid and online setting was the amplification of the
teacher overtaking the screen and audio in such a predominant way. In traditional
circumstances, teachers often speak from the board or the front of the classroom, but
online, their faces nearly filled the screen. Tone, inflection, volume, even camera angles
took on more significance, with perhaps the most drastic change occurring with the
teacher viewing themselves throughout the entire lesson. This took some getting used to
and several participants mentioned how uncomfortable they were hearing and seeing their
own performances. On the other hand, science teachers discussed feeling like “Bill Nye”
giving recorded demonstrations or dancing to get students engaged in the lesson.
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Bauman and Briggs describe performance as not merely artful uses of language,
but “A given performance is tied to a number of speech events that precede and succeed
it (past, performances, readings of texts, negotiations, rehearsals, gossip, reports,
critiques, challenges, subsequent performances, and the like)” (Bauman & Briggs, pp.6061, 1990). Teachers perform the same core lesson to multiple audiences with countless
variations in delivery, word choice, and direction. Bauman & Briggs (1990) submit
“…we must regard performers and audience members not simply as sources of data but
as intellectual partners who can make substantial theoretical contributions to this
discourse” (p. 61). Each presentation informs the next iteration along with the varied
interactions with the students in any given session. As Bauman (1975) states:
Performance involves on the part of the performer an assumption of
accountability to an audience for the way which communication is carried out,
above and beyond its referential content. From the point of view of the audience,
the act of expression in the part of the performer is … marked as subject to
evaluation for the way it is done, for the relative skill and effectiveness of the
performer’s display of competence. Additionally, it is marked as available for the
enhancement of experience, through the present enjoyment of the intrinsic
qualities of the act of expression itself. Performance thus calls forth special
attention to and heightened awareness of the act of expression and gives license to
the audience to regard the act of expression and the performer with special
intensity. (p. 293)
Here the audience was comprised of students and the performers, their teachers, sought
the intensity described above. The concepts mentioned earlier, those of expertise,
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competence, and authenticity, emerged, tying into Bauman’s description of the
performance event and the assumption of accountability between audience and
performer. So much of the discussion was performance related that it bears further
exploration in future studies. For these nine teachers, the appearance of positivity,
stability, even vulnerability seemed essential in their efforts to reach students in the
virtual environment and modeling the traits they desired to see replicated were part of the
performance
Modeling. Teachers modeled flexibility, patience, and a resilient attitude toward a
less-than-ideal situation (i.e. computer crashes during online class meetings, reset,
reconnect, recover, no big thing). Phrases like, “Be honest, don’t lie (own it), autonomy
modeled as “real'' or “open,” begged the question, are teachers modeling the desired
behavior, which they wish to see reproduced by their students? From the critical
pedagogy perspective, Giroux states:
Educational work at its best represents a response to questions and issues posed
by tensions and contradictions in the broader society; it is an attempt to
understand and intervene…Teaching in this sense becomes performative and
contextual, and it highlights considerations of power, politics, and ethics,
fundamental to any form of teacher-student-text interaction (Giroux, p.79, 2011)
Behavior like taking risks and being willing to be wrong in class was a constant recurring
sentiment from participants and is one shared by the teachers describing their own
experiences teaching online. As Giroux states above, teaching becomes performative and
offers context for understanding. Teachers often modeled the autonomy supportive
qualities they wished to see, like ownership of academic performance (taking
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responsibility for and learning from their mistakes), building organizational skills, and
valuing authenticity.
The behaviors teachers described as authenticity may be more narrowly discussed
as leveling or realistic (non-idealized) speech. It could even be viewed as a combination
of the previously discussed notion of fallibility with an openness-embracing candor.
Teachers seemed to value flexibility and adaptability, which they openly modeled in their
roles. Ruitenberg (2008) describes:
Butler’s crucial insight into discursive performativity is that “performativity
is...not a singular ‘act,’ for it is always a reiteration of a norm or set of norms, and
to the extent that it acquires an act-like status in the present, it conceals or
dissimulates the conventions of which it is a repetition.” (p. 263)
In simpler terms, the performance or presentation of lessons is a reiteration (a repetition
with changes each time) to demonstrate the desired concepts, or set of norms to be
learned at this level. This discussion of performance resonates with Oura and Hatano’s
(2001, 2003) discussion of internalized mental models discussed in chapter two. They
describe the piano students as playing to the anticipated expectations of the audience
members in their minds, internalized audiences composed of experts. Their performances
were replicating the norms and sending soft signals of efficacy and competence.
Authenticity in Context to the Literature
Previously, above and in chapter five, I discussed the importance the teachers in
this study placed on the concept of “authenticity.” They described it as leveling with
learners, being open and honest about their struggles in this unusual time. I could not
define whether the teachers felt this was a quality that they valued specifically for
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teaching in general as a means of building positive relationships with learners or if there
was a sort of desired replication of this trait for their students. Perhaps both or neither
were true, however it led me to probe further into the published literature on the topic of
authenticity. To better understand why it may seem important for individuals to be
“authentic” teachers and learners, I performed a scan of the published peer reviewed
literature on the subject. Even though such a term as “authenticity” may seem to be a
generalization with little specific meaning, I remembered some mention of it during my
initial review of the literature.
I recalled Deci and Ryan’s (1999, 2004) discussion of learner authenticity in their
description of self-determination theory (SDT) from chapter two. It was, in fact, a central
part of their needs-based theory of motivation, which espoused offering students the
opportunities to be self-determining in the classroom setting. Deci and Ryan espouse that
educational environments should nurture individual exploration and assessment of needs,
that they offer the autonomous freedom for students to pursue inner needs/ motivational
impulses when connecting to content (Klipfel, 2014). The participants described
authenticity as something desirable amongst their pupils and as something they felt it
important to model for their students. Kreber (2010) connects teachers’ sense of identity,
authenticity, and pedagogy with a concept she ascribes to Baxter-Magolda’s (1999)
concept of student self-authorship, where “students make meaning of their experiences
from inside themselves and when they find their own voice in the midst of other voices,
or as Barnett (2007) would put it, they become authentic” (Kreber, p.173, 2010). The
views of the teachers in this study strongly aligned with these notions of student voice
and self authorship, but they felt also that in middle school, students required some
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guidance from the teachers to help gain a clearer sense of self efficacy. This morestructured guidance helps to clearly delineate what competent outcomes might look like
when approaching mastery of curricular content at this level.
Kreber (2010) distils Baxter-Magolda’s (1999) work even further by
encapsulating her longitudinal research into three core premises that cultivate selfauthorship. She argues that students are validated in their ability to know, that learning is
situated in the students’ experience, and that the concept of learning underpinning their
experience is one of mutually constructed meaning. These premises describe what she
calls (Baxter-Magolda, 1999) constructive developmental pedagogy (CDP) (Kreber,
2010). CDP is the very same phenomenon discussed in detail earlier in chapter two of
this study (see constructivism) although the detailed view through this lens describes
socially constructed, experiential knowledge where the learner is empowered with a sense
of self-authorship, in essence personal agency through a voice of their own. The teachers
in this study felt it important for students not just to be heard, but to feel empowered to
speak. They spoke repeatedly about combating student fears of making mistakes and
being comfortable in joining the discussions without fear of being wrong in front of their
peers.
This strong emphasis on teacher authenticity may suggest that there is more to
explore here. At first glance, being authentic falls into what I labeled as the “goodteaching” category as per my coding analysis, since teachers frequently referred to
methods (like constructivism or tapping into innate student motivators, forming
individual relationships with students, etc.) as items that they considered par for the
course so to speak when discussing what they assumed were “just good teaching
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methods.” Such methods were techniques specifically espoused by the PLC members,
considered to be go-to, used as part of their regular instructional routines. Looking back
to the descriptions they gave during our conversations, this authenticity may apply to a
few other elements through the lens of autonomy-supportive practices as Kreber (2010)
described above where she ties the concept of authenticity and identity together for
students to “find” their own “voices.” It appears that the teachers are connecting
(perhaps unintentionally) authenticity and their supports of student ownership by
modeling this independence in their classroom offerings, showcasing the teachers’ unique
voices. Students are guided by exemplars for project outcomes (or finished writing
samples) to demonstrate the desired end product in the same way that their presentation
style is an exemplar for students finding their own voices. Part of the learning at this level
may depend upon students internalizing these expected outcomes and use their
developing mastery of curricular skills to work within the lines. Authenticity and finding
one’s voice seem to be important to the middle school teachers in this study.
The teachers felt that being “authentic” with students involved tapping into their
own individual personality strengths (the teacher’s sense of humor, quirky disposition,
etc.) and that these methods were expressly beneficial when teaching in an online
environment. However, it seemed that without some of the subtleties provided by the
physical classroom setting, nuance appeared to be lost in translation. All nine agreed that
technology was a constant hurdle that impacted their traditional methods of teaching, a
hurdle often overcome by tapping into what they described as being authentic with their
students. Each teacher implemented authenticity differently in the online setting; some
tried “leveling” with students about the strengths and weaknesses of their instructional
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materials, others shared their own personal struggles, modeling a certain fallibility in
adapting to the new format and navigating technological glitches. Some even used their
family stories, hidden talents (like dancing, singing, telling jokes) to connect with
students as human beings going through the same difficult time and making the best of it.
Here, in the performative sense, authenticity is being used to demonstrate the value of
perspectives, strengths, and weaknesses, of the individual with the intention of forming
personal connections with learners. Such connections are used to build a sense of
confidence through self-efficacy for students to feel empowered to perform using their
own individual strengths in the classroom setting.
In online instruction, some traditional methods were simply not applicable. Their
existing repertoire for gaining and keeping student attention, checking engagement and
comprehension had been tied directly to the physical classroom setting. Informal
exchanges between individuals modeled certain expectations for all. This was not present
in the virtual setting, where teachers were hesitant to chastise individuals or correct them
in front of the entire class. In their estimation, such focus would have added an intensity
in the online setting that was not in line with the gentle corrections that would be part of
everyday classroom exchanges in a more traditional format.
Teacher Authenticity: Shrinking Teacher Candor in the Presence of
Administrators. I would be remiss had I not taken the opportunity to discuss teacher
authenticity when discussing their own personal and professional struggles in the
presence of district leadership. It comes as no surprise that a mainstay of a school
administrator’s role is to sit in on meetings. I became aware of an inhibiting factor at
work simply by the presence of district leadership in some of these settings. It appears

218

that unintentionally, the presence of administrators diminished the comfort of being
candid about how the teachers were faring in the stressful climate of the pandemic. In this
study, one interviewee felt that she had to hold back during committee meetings and
shielded her own vulnerability in the presence of administrators. There was a real anxiety
of appearing incompetent or admitting she was uncomfortable (or did not know how to
cope) with the situations brought on by the pandemic. School leaders may wish to
consider the larger picture and ultimately how they are reaching their desired outcomes
for such committees. They may need to assess if they are truly using the most effective
means of achieving their goals. If candor was the desired outcome, it was inhibited by
their constant presence. If these meetings are intended to promote an environment
conducive to an unfiltered airing of grievances and finding solutions to new problems,
then the format should be revisited. Perhaps scheduling faculty-only sessions would be a
strategic choice to avoid feelings of monitoring and restraint. A faculty liaison might
serve as a buffer or go-between to mitigate the stigma. Committees could function under
a collegial chair with a more comfortable peer leader. It might help, in the future, to be
mindful of title and even the unintended impact of formal authority in stressful situations.
Social and Emotional Learning in Context to the Literature
The teachers described SEL as a quickly emerging buzzword and discussed how
they saw the district’s ad hoc integration as somewhat falling short of the objective. This
seems to be a terrible disconnect between the intended application and the actual
integration in this school since the teachers held student autonomy in such high esteem.
After all, the five competencies of SEL are deeply rooted in autonomy-supportive
practices. These competencies, also known as the CASEL five are: self-awareness, self-
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management, social awareness, relationship skills, and responsible decision-making
(CASEL, 2017). Theoretically, these concepts should align harmoniously with their
espoused views on promoting student autonomy. When considering the district’s rollout
of SEL initiatives (in order to mitigate student stressors of the pandemic) the absence of
any mention of the CASEL five supports the teachers’ notion that the school’s effort
ultimately missed the mark. None of the five competencies were ever named explicitly by
any of the participants in the study, even though these terms could serve as synonyms for
several concepts discussed during the PLC, these were never mentioned in context to
social and emotional learning.
Despite the recent re-emergence of the topic, SEL is really nothing new,
stemming from the same field of study relating to emotional intelligence (often described
as EQ versus IQ), even termed social intelligence (Goleman, Boyatzis & McKee, 2013).
These interpretations are described as “intelligences” or more precisely, cognitive
considerations, which include an intentional awareness of others. It can be considered a
means of taking into consideration the feelings and emotional needs of colleagues,
supervisors, and subordinates, or as CASEL’s (2017) SEL competencies would term
them relationship skills and social awareness.
In the PD sessions I witnessed, the idea of SEL was often brought up generally as
a consideration of the students’ mental and emotional state. SEL was a repeated point
of concern and a required consideration factored into the district’s culture of learning
during the pandemic. SEL resurfaced repeatedly in post observation debriefings, as well
as in faculty and department meetings (even used as an instrument in teachers’ student
growth objectives (SGO) for their annual summative performance reviews). Teachers
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saw SEL as a legitimate concern, but they also felt there was a lack of clarity in the actual
expectations and strategies used in the ad hoc roll out of the initiative. It seemed to them
a buzzword of sorts, springing up all over, with little in the way of integration. According
to the Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning, a pioneering research
group in this field, based at the University of Illinois at Chicago, SEL is a “framework for
school improvement” (CASEL, p.1, 2005). The teachers did not report any new
framework, nor did they describe any new format for addressing SEL concerns.
The sudden arrival and subsequent inundation seemed overwhelming for the
teachers who described an existing natural sensitivity toward their students in crisis.
According to a research brief published by CASEL (2005), a group that established SEL
learning standards in Illinois’ public K-12 schools:
In previous studies they also found that SEL programs with the best outcomes are
multiyear in duration, use interactive rather than purely knowledge-based
instructional methods, and are integrated into the life of the school rather than
being implemented as marginal add-ons. (CASEL, p.4, 2005)
Such a recommendation was not what these teachers were seeing. Leaders seemed to be
using SEL terminology as a quick balm for their proverbial wounds rather than more
permanent measures as prescribed by the original SEL practitioners. It is important to
note here that PLC members made recommendations for school leaders in the future.
They felt leadership should give clear and explicit directions along with immediately
usable strategies that could be put in place right away. The same inclination was apparent
for PD sessions as well. If it is not something that can be used immediately, with clear
directions and explanation, it runs the risk of being set aside, or perhaps even more
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dangerously, implemented incorrectly. The teachers held such an unsavory view of the
district’s implementation of social and emotional learning concerns, which may have
been due to their perception of a lack of authenticity. In their discussions, each PLC
member described SEL as a buzzword of sorts or some type of glad-handing from the
public facing administration with little in the way of substance. The teachers would most
likely have seen such a gesture as inauthentic and thus, from a performative aspect,
insincere toward their students at a time when authenticity was highly valued.
It appears that the concept of SEL might have been applied superficially without
the steps that the literature above would suggest fitting. It seemed that the surface-level
modeling from administrators down to the teachers might have missed the philosophy at
the very core of SEL literature. The competencies of self-awareness, social awareness,
and relationship skills, seemed to have been interpreted as modeling patience,
understanding, and flexibility, when it came to means of maintaining rigid standards and
accountability. The flexible timelines and generalized guidance from district leadership
(specifically to offer full credit for late work) was perceived by the faculty members to be
counterproductive and in a sense undermining the structure of their newly developed
systems of teaching (online and in hybrid settings). These were not the true tenants of
SEL, which, at their core were nearly in lock step with the teachers’ espoused means of
autonomy-supportive practices. The remaining two competencies seem to have received
less of the focus with self-management and responsible decision-making falling by the
wayside. This disconnect between the intention of social and emotional learning concerns
and the actual perceived integration demonstrated an area for exploration from a
leadership perspective.
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By all accounts, the five competencies that are central to SEL should have been
taken to heart by this group who described themselves as authentic and empowering; they
stood firmly behind promoting student autonomy so it is puzzling how they were not
more adept in taking on these attributes. Instead, the opposite came to pass in a
misapplication in the name of SEL, in what the members considered to be a softening of
standards. Such measures diminished the sense of urgency and consistent accountability
that have become essentials in what is considered to be “good teaching” (Hunter, 1982).
Matters of discipline were often overlooked (perhaps mistakenly) in the name of SEL
considerations, or were handled in ways that would not have been considered appropriate
in years past. This softening of standards and malleability of criteria may have given
some students returning to in-person instruction in the fall of 2021 a difficult start with
mixed messages; few measures for establishing firm expectations, and unclear
consequences for poor performance, misbehavior, or avoidance of responsibility.
The absence of accountability offered a camouflage of sorts, hindering the
atmosphere of authenticity and performativity in the classroom setting. Students were not
held to consistent standards of being on camera or even responding (outside of the chat
boxes per teacher responses) during online sessions. The lessons became heavily onesided with the teacher doing the majority of the performance and little in the way of
reproducing the aspects of that performance in the virtual setting. Each of the teachers
felt that softening standards and cushioning disciplinary measures sent mixed messages
to students who they felt needed more rigid expectations and reliable consequences.
Anecdotally, in my experience, there were notable upticks in student misbehavior
in the return to the brick and mortar schoolhouse in the subsequent fall of 2021 with
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national news reports describing vandalism, intentional student destruction of school
property, and even assaults on teachers. Some colleagues outside of the study joked that
the behaviorists would have a field day with this and even suggested breaking out the
old-fashioned clickers and kibble for operant conditioning in order to re-socialize their
pupils to the physical learning environment. Although this offhand comment seems to
contrast the espoused value of student autonomy-supportive practices, it offers a
clarifying example of the unique dynamic of the middle school environment and the often
seemingly contradictory currents in this setting. As a bridge toward greater autonomy,
some rigidity in discipline, and praxis is still essential in building those ownership skills
and may even be representative of that dialectical tension (Freire, 1998) that I described
earlier in chapter two where learners often struggle with the knowledge they inherit (the
things they are taught) and things they acquire (those which they learn on their own). For
this very reason, I found Stakes’ (1995) case study methodology to be exceptionally well
suited for this exploration since it offers the reader the final interpretation in the end. It
bears mentioning that as the year progressed, things settled down, but this would be an
excellent area for further exploration by simply mining the disciplinarians’ data for the
number and types of disruptions encountered in the fall of 2021. The teachers discussed a
sort of learned helplessness with the softening of accountability measures as well as the
lowering of expectations. There were some students that the PLC members felt may have
slipped between the cracks.
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The Impact of COVID-19 and Remote Instruction on Student Autonomy
Students Learning in Isolation. The social and psychological wellbeing of the
students were major concerns for parents, administrators, and faculty alike. Touching
back to the lenses discussed in chapter two, there were vastly different roles and formats
of instruction. Competencies and curricula were now brought forth into the digital realm.
Here educational concepts like constructivism and social learning were difficult to
observe in the online environment, so much so that it may not have been there at all, at
least not in the traditional sense. The power of just being around others (specifically
peers) and learning through a shared understanding, (building meaning from new
information and fledgling skill sets) (Vygotsky, 1978) did not occur in any readily
observable way and teacher responses seemed to indicate that it was sorely missed. “They
just don’t talk to each other” (LSEXINT, p.22), was how one teacher described it when
discussing her students during the shift away from the in-person setting. Since moving
from the traditional classroom setting, the absence of the social connection was
noticeable. This social element was a strong connective tissue that made learning in the
brick and mortar setting possible. Traditional methods worked to limited degrees without
the in-person elements of shared camaraderie, peer/ self-evaluation and self-monitoring.
Concepts like setting social expectations, and reinforcing stakeholder accountability
seemed diminished in the online format of instruction.
Highly Autonomous Students Thrived Online, Low Autonomy Learners
Plummeted. As stated in the survey findings (chapter four), teachers perceived that
students, who were already comfortable with higher levels of autonomy, were more
successful in the online environment (per teachers’ sense of quality of work and
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monitoring of grade book performance). At the same time, they described those who
struggled with the practices teachers associated with student autonomy were highly
challenged, some even becoming disengaged entirely. Each teacher described having
students that attended very few if any classes and when pressed for details, they showed
visible irritation. Teachers felt that after calling and emailing home, it was unclear if the
administration took additional steps to hold the family or students accountable. Absences
were recorded each day, but the teachers grew frustrated with limited progress. From the
perspective of school officials, there may be very little that could be done in such an
unprecedented scenario. This is not a moral assessment or attempt to focus blame toward
any individual or department, but merely to relate the very real stressors weighing on the
teachers at this time. One teacher (GG) described feeling, as a whole, the district was
failing in their role of supporting some students and despite her efforts to raise the
proverbial red flag, there was little action taken. Administrators’ hands may have been
tied in such unprecedented circumstances. This, again, is intended only for the academic
consideration of the teachers’ experiences and how they were perceived, and is by no
means a thorough examination of the decisions made by leadership at the time. For this
discussion, I mention such dilemmas, since they acted as added stressors upon the PLC
members during this time.
Such stressors often left the teachers feeling exasperated. Many felt students could
wiggle through the cracks or avoid consequences altogether. In a pre-COVID setting,
middle school teachers would track down struggling students during lunch periods or lean
in by contacting home or using coaches to add pressure and persuade students to seek
help after school or make up missed work. During remote instruction, if a student avoided
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communication, and parents eschewed the consequences on their end, there was not much
the teacher could do outside of calling the guidance counselor or following up, once
again, with the main office. Teachers described having some students show up to a class
for the first time in the fourth quarter and only then starting to do work. By then, the
students were feeling the impact of the most extreme means of accountability, plunging
grades, danger of failure, or feelings of unpreparedness when meeting with teacher face
to face after missing three quarters of the year’s instruction. Such examples were notable
throughout our discussions. The rigor and measures of accountability simply were not
present in the online environment.
The traditional means of implementing operant conditioning (Skinner, 1965)
within the learning environment were missing too. One of the most remarkable issues to
emerge when re-entering the in-person setting at the beginning of the 2021-2022 school
year was the lack of age-appropriate behavior and adherence to social norms related in
the academic environment. It seems that the operant conditioning stimuli had begun to go
extinct. The teachers in casual follow up relayed the feeling of being like sheep dogs,
constantly nipping the heels of their flock. There seems to be room for new research in
the behaviorist impact of the students in a social vacuum and re-entering the public
school environment.
Autonomy When Learning From Home. Here the term autonomy takes on a
more central role, when the transition to at home instruction forced students to be almost
completely self-governing. The ownership of their daily operations was now entirely
focused on the students and relied heavily on their ability to manage schedules,
obligations, and deadlines. In traditional times, the students would be given certain time-

227

management tools like an agenda book; a spiral-bound day planner, that would be
integrated into the daily routines and procedures of each class throughout the school day.
These were not available during most of remote or hybrid instruction.
Spring of 2020 was the most loosely structured, where students interacted with
coursework and instruction in a style more akin to a correspondence class, or online
college course. The students had until mid-March to form sociocultural connections,
deriving shared context and developing mutual meaning from their immediate cultural
artifacts (Vygotsky, 1978). During the first several months in person they developed a
collective understanding of their teachers’ expectations. Teachers relied on established
routines and procedures to guide their students’ efforts. Each week, every class posted
two hours worth of coursework with an explanatory missive or short instructional video.
The assignments were posted at the beginning of the week and students had until Sunday
night to complete their tasks. The flexibility was part of the design at this stage in order to
meet the needs of the teachers, the students, and their families, as they adjusted to the
circumstances of the pandemic, which dramatically impacted society at large. In the fall
of 2020, a more regimented structure emerged and students who enrolled in middle
school would be attending solely from home and may never have a chance to meet their
teachers in person.
Vygotsky’s (1978) sociocultural interaction theory describes learning taking place
in two stages, the first when working with others in the local society and then secondly,
internalizing that learning as an individual. In limiting the exposure to the other
community members, the learners’ isolation may have impacted their means of
internalizing. The role of the learner would have to shift in order to keep up with the
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expectations on the formal level. This would be entirely new for the learner since they
would have to make sense of not only the new material, but also of how to value new
understanding within a lack of predetermined social context. Such context is a sore spot
for Bauman and Briggs (1990), who find the term too limiting and argue that
contextualization is more akin to the ways that performers and audiences form cultural
understanding. They argue that, “communicative contexts are not dictated by the social
and physical environment but emerge in negotiations between participants in social
interactions” (Bauman & Briggs, p.68, 1990). The immediate nature of the shift to remote
or even asynchronous learning in the early days of the pandemic called for the students
and teachers to work together as participants in performance events. Their online sessions
offered an ongoing contextualization process where the interactants developed and used
cues to produce interpretive frameworks (Bauman & Briggs, 1990).
Rogoff (2003) emphasizes that Vygotskian scholars often complain that the social
processes are often considered alone with less focus on the actual cultural processes at
work. Such consideration raises the question of which cultural constructs were students
developing in the online environment? Not a simple query by any means, but worthy of
further contemplation. Perhaps the students were constructing social and cultural
processes in areas outside of the online classroom, perhaps through social media,
messenger applications, or even in online gaming platforms; a place where teachers,
some of whom were also parents, described how their children spent so much time during
the pandemic.
Through the lens of critical pedagogy, these cultural cues and constructs
mentioned in the paragraphs above must be challenged to see whose cues were being
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replicated. From the teachers’ perspective, they spoke in terms of taking on the role of
pillars of the community, but it seemed that they were often at odds with the most vocal
community members at the school board meetings. Their general feeling of a lack of
support suggests that they were modeling something other than what they were seeing
from either the school leadership or the public at large. Were they replicating what they,
the teachers, felt were idealized responses to the crises raised by the pandemic? Or more
specifically, were they trying to adapt their pre-existing techniques to meet the needs of
their students in a setting that no longer held recognizable cultural cues or social norms?
It seems as if the existing cracks grew wider during the shift to remote instruction where
the teachers felt that students who already struggled in the current system only fell further
behind.
There is an opportunity for further exploration here, looking into how students
adapted to these circumstances and what worked best for them. It may also be beneficial
to probe into their initial attempts at working independently online; what worked, what
did not, and how learning changed in those first weeks of total separation from
classmates and the familiar learning environment entirely. It must have been a drastic
change for the students in this regard. Students are so often seen as digital natives
(Prensky, 2001), but this applies largely to their comfort in picking up new technology
and “figuring it out” right away rather than having a technical efficacy when using
productivity software. There seems to be a sense from teachers in this study that their
students demonstrate a somewhat limited proficiency in actually using the platforms for
schoolwork.
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PLC as PD
The strong response from members recommending that this study’s format should
be considered as an ideal type of professional development was unexpected. The
participants felt this PLC was a desirable design for professional development in their
district. I had not considered this before, but after such vocal support I find it difficult to
ignore their perspectives. I had envisioned conducting similar explorations of teachers in
other districts as a means of gaining more insight into the processes and rationale at work
in middle school classrooms, but not as a form of professional development in itself. I
had considered widening the net when the original format called for surveying,
observing, and interviewing teachers, nevertheless, the active engagement of the PLC
offered unforeseen benefits that I now believe should be pursued in future studies. In a
non-pandemic world, this could easily become an eight-week program or longer
(depending on the willingness of the participants and level of commitment). This study
was limited to a six-week program because of competing obligations and myriad stressors
during the COVID-19 outbreak. In order to secure a strong commitment from the
participants, six weeks seemed to be the limit during such a crisis. In future studies, PLC
committees could take on an iterative action research format (Lewin, 1944), where the
group could serve as a constantly rotating group of teachers that meet regularly for
transformative engagement and refinement.
Benefits of PLC. One of the main benefits described by nearly all members of
the PLC was finally giving names and research-based terms as well as theoretical context
to observed phenomena that they had, in many ways, been practicing already. They
argued such awareness allowed for deeper connections to the foundations of their

231

instructional choices and helped to justify (even validate with colleagues) why they had
chosen these strategies and ultimately how they fit within their own personal teaching
philosophy. So often the discussion of metacognition is limited to students and learners,
but in this case, colleagues were able to bring each other’s thought processes to the
forefront where reflection and active analysis could more-readily be applied. The PLC
members found it helpful when I acted as a facilitator, giving them room to explore the
topics on their own terms.
Some participants desired more sessions, but this was a calculation I made in
anticipation of limited availability during the pandemic. I had to consider how much time
participants would be willing to commit for research during such upheaval. In fact, I
struggled tremendously over how long this study should be and settled on six weeks as a
sizable duration for a consistent sample and commitment from the participants who were
already under a greatly increased workload and pressure. A month and a half of data
collection provided a wealth of content, offering enough time for patterns to emerge
without being too onerous for the participants. The teachers were my prime concern since
they were already going through so much and had such a large workload on top of their
already challenging jobs. In retrospect an eight-week PLC would have provided more
time for teachers to try out the strategies they developed together and report back to each
other. Research during a pandemic was a balancing act and, in my opinion, asking for
more than six weeks would have severely diminished the willingness of potential
participants to take part in this study. A survey, six hours of PLC sessions, and thirtyminute exit interviews, were already a sizable imposition and the largest commitment that
I felt I could secure during such tumultuous times.
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Conclusion/ Summary of Implications
Teachers in this study described the middle school setting as a bridge toward
greater student autonomy. Autonomy at this level was seen as a skill set or competency
like any other that required a scaffolded approach to enable students to experience what
success with ownership of academic responsibility would look like and how it could be
achieved in a repeatable process. This requires a series of supports for setting consistent
expectations, following up with consequences and engaging students with what teachers
called “Buy in.” Building fundamental organizational skills, practicing the use of time
management tools, and developing standard productivity skills (like writing emails or
using “office” software) were part of empowering learners to take on ownership of their
schoolwork.
So many of the findings from this study were representative of agency through
performance, speech, and the empowerment to be authentically candid. The teachers felt
that sharing such candor with their students was essential in the shift to the online setting
where more traditional touchstones were no longer within reach. They found themselves
turning inward to the shared experience of pandemic and getting resourceful in attempts
to form connections with their students. Teachers tried various techniques, like dancing
(to somewhat act the fool), show vulnerability (often as a means to an end), and even
solving brainteasers with the class to build camaraderie amongst students dialing in from
home. They described a deep appreciation for an opportunity to talk out their struggles
and concerns with peers and they found that the PLC was a helpful forum in which to
build collegial relationships. This openness in “authentically” communicating their
struggles extended to interactions with students through the virtual and hybrid
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environments in an effort to build autonomous learners who themselves reflected this
same authenticity. Teachers modeled the behaviors they wished to see replicated or
internalized (Bandura, 1977) within their students.
The participants in this study described the overall stress of the pandemic and the
uncertainty of trying out new instructional formats on the fly. They discussed the
importance of feeling heard and supported, desiring specifically to be heard by the
community and leadership within the school administration in a time of crisis. They
found comfort in the collegial support they received from peers during the pandemic, not
just from those in the PLC, but colleagues in general were lifelines for several of the
participants. Teachers described this format of a professional learning community as not
only being helpful for coping with future crises, but also as an ideal format for
professional development (a remarkable finding from this study, since PD is often
jokingly referred to as a four-letter word in education circles). The teachers valued the
insight from their fellow colleagues, and expressed how they held hearing their
perspectives in particularly high esteem, perceiving their peers as knowledgeable skilled
professionals.
For leadership, this study revealed the importance that teachers placed on clear
and consistent expectations and how they struggled when policies are left open to
interpretation. This study uncovered the unintentional suppressive impact that district
leaders had through their constant presence in meetings where honest and open candor
was expected. Members of the PLC described feeling as if they could not completely
open up with their bosses listening in for the entire session. Such takeaways can inform
how leaders craft future meetings, perhaps by using peer leaders/ liaisons. They may even
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consider leaving for part of each session in order to foster candid engagement without
inadvertently adding to the anxiety of teachers who were reticent to show vulnerability to
their employer in a time of crisis.
For leaders, there is another key area for growth. The teachers’ perceptions of
social and emotional learning (SEL) integration as a buzzword during the pandemic
revealed the importance of authenticity in implementing new initiatives. The group
vocally espoused the very foundational principles of SEL as part and parcel of autonomy
supportive practices, but never made the connection between these during our actual time
together. Communicating the connectedness of new practices and making new tools
relevant to current understandings may aid in more readily accepting future initiatives.
In another vein, the roles of teachers and students adapted to meet the heavily
audio-visual realm of the online environment and the performance aspect took center
stage. New instructional norms were forged in the absence of the traditional classroom.
No matter what the challenge, there was one constant throughout this study, the positive,
can-do attitude of the teachers. The PLC members demonstrated resilience, bending and
flexing, to keep up with the constant sizeable changes. They tackled challenges of
technology, format, and isolation in a time of great uncertainty. I end with this thought in
mind because it was remarkable to witness. Perhaps such flexibility and positivity is part
and parcel of the desired autonomy they model for their students. For teachers and
educational leaders alike, there is still so much to learn from this significant time in
history when autonomy was stretched and re-imagined in previously unthinkable ways. It
is imperative to gain wisdom from the performances of the past while keeping an eye
toward improving the future; challenging what is and imagining what could be.

235

References
Anderson, L. W. and Krathwohl, D. R., et al (Eds..) (2001) A taxonomy for learning,
teaching, and assessing: A revision of Bloom’s taxonomy of educational
objectives. Boston, MA: Allyn & Bacon. (Pearson Education Group)
Alexander, P. A. (1997). Knowledge-seeking and self-schema: A case for the
motivational dimensions of exposition. Educational Psychologist, 32(2), 83-94.
doi:10.1207/s15326985ep3202_3
Alexander, P. (2003). Can we get there from here? Educational Researcher, 32(8), 3-4.
doi:10.3102/0013189X032008003
Alexander, P. A. (2003). The development of expertise: The journey from acclimation to
proficiency. Educational Researcher, 32(8), 10-14.
doi:10.3102/0013189X032008010
Alexander, P. A. (2017). Reflection and reflexivity in practice versus in theory:
Challenges of conceptualization, complexity, and competence. Educational
Psychologist: Changing Epistemic Cognition in Teaching and Teacher
Education: A Focus on Reflection and Reflexivity, 52(4), 307-314.
doi:10.1080/00461520.2017.1350181
Alley, K. M. (2019). Fostering middle school students' autonomy to support motivation
and engagement. Middle School Journal, 50(3), 5-14.
doi:10.1080/00940771.2019.1603801
Baldwin, M. W., & Holmes, J. G. (1987). Salient private audiences and awareness of the
self. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 52(6), 1087–
1098. https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.52.6.1087
Bandura, A. (1991). Social cognitive theory of self-regulation. Organizational behavior
and human decision processes. 50, 248-287.
Bandura, A. (1993). Perceived self-efficacy in cognitive development and functioning.
Educational Psychologist, 28(2), 117-148. doi:10.1207/s15326985ep2802_3
Bandura, A. (1997). Self-efficacy: The exercise of control, W.H. Freeman, New York.
Bandura, A. (2001). Social cognitive theory: An agentic perspective. Annual Review of
Psychology, 52, XIV.
Bandura, A. (1977). Bandura, A., Adams, N. E., & Beyer, J. (1977). Cognitive processes
mediating behavioral change. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology,
35(3), 125–139. https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.35.3.125
236

Barnett, M. L. (2007). Stakeholder influence capacity and the variability of financial
returns to corporate social responsibility. The Academy of Management Review,
32(3), 794–816. http://www.jstor.org/stable/20159336
Bauman. (1975). Verbal art as performance. American Anthropologist, 77(2), 290–311.
https://doi.org/10.1525/aa.1975.77.2.02a00030
Bauman. (2011). Commentary: Foundations in performance. Journal of Sociolinguistics,
15(5), 707–720. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9841.2011.00510.x
Bauman, & Briggs, C. L. (1990). Poetics and performance as critical perspectives on
language and social life. Annual Review of Anthropology, 19, 59–88.
Baxter-Magolda, M. B. (1999). Creating contexts for learning and self-authorship :
constructive-developmental pedagogy. Vanderbilt University Press.
Bloom, B.S. (Ed.). Engelhart, M.D., Furst, E.J., Hill, W.H., Krathwohl, D.R.
(1956). Taxonomy of educational objectives, handbook I: The cognitive
domain. New York: David McKay Co Inc.
Bransford, J. D., Brown, A. L., & Cocking R. R. (2000). How people learn: Brain, mind,
experience, and school. Washington, D.C.: National Academy Press.
Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qualitative
research in psychology, 3, 77–101. doi:10.1191/1478088706qp063oa
Brown, A. L., & Campione, J. C. (1996). Social interaction and individual understanding
in a community of learners: The influences of Piaget and Vygotsky. In A.,
Tryphon & J. V. Voneche (Eds.), Piaget vygotksy: The social genesis of thought.
Taylor and Francis.
Bruner, J. S. (1977). The process of education. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press
Butler, J (1993). Bodies that matter: The discursive limits of sex. New York: Routledge.
Collaborative for Academic Social and Emotional Learning. (2005). The Illinois edition
of safe and sound: An educational leader’s guide to evidence-based social and
emotional learning programs. Chicago, IL: Author; Devaney, E., O’Brien, M. U.,
Resnik, H., Keister, S., & Weissberg, R. P., (2006). Sustainable schoolwide social
and emotional learning (SEL): Implementation guide and toolkit. Chicago, IL:
CASEL
Camilleri, G. (Ed.). (1999). Learner autonomy: The teachers' views. Strassbourg:
Council of Europe Publishing.

237

CASEL. (2017). What is SEL? Retrieved from http://www.casel.org/what-is-sel/
Cole, M. (2006). The fifth dimension: An after-school program built on diversity. New
York: Russell Sage.
Corbin, J., & Strauss, A. (2008). Basics of qualitative research: Techniques and
procedures for developing grounded theory (3rd ed.). Sage
Publications, Inc. https://doi.org/10.4135/9781452230153
Creswell, J. W., & Plano Clark, V. L. (2014). Designing and conducting mixed methods
research (3rd ed.). Los Angeles: SAGE Publications.
Dantly, M. E., & Tillman, L. C. (2010). Social justice and moral transformative
leadership. In C. Marshall & M. Olivia (Eds.), Leadership for social justice:
Making revolution in education. (pp.19-34). Boston, MA: Alyn & Bacon.
Deci, E. L., Koestner, R., & Ryan, R. M. (1999). A meta-analytic review of experiments
examining the effects of extrinsic rewards on intrinsic motivation. Psychological
Bulletin, 125(6), 627–668. https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-2909.125.6.627
Deci, E. L., & Ryan, R. M. (1985). Intrinsic motivation and self-determination in human
behaviour. New York: Plenum Press.
Deci, E. L., & Ryan, R. M. (2000). The “what” and “why” of goal pursuits: Human needs
and the self-determination of behavior in Psychological Inquiry, Vol. 11 No.4.
(pp.227-268).
Department of Education, State Redacted (2019). State Redacted school performance
report. State Redacted DOE. Report. Address masked for confidentiality.
DuFour, R., DuFour, R., & Eaker, R. (2012). Revisiting professional learning
communities at work: New insights for improving schools. Bloomington: Solution
Tree.
Dweck, C. S. (2008). Can personality be changed? The role of beliefs in personality and
change. Current directions in psychological science, 17(6), 391-394.
Eccles, J. S., Midgley, C., Wigfield, A., Buchanan, C. M., Reuman, D.,Flanagan, C., &
Iver, D. M. (1993). The impact of stage environment fit on young adolescents’
experiences in schools and families. American Psychologist, 48(2), 90–101.
Eccles, J., Wigfield, A., Midgley, C., Reuman, D., Iver, D., & Feldlaufer, H. (1993).
Negative effects of traditional middle schools on students’ motivation. The
Elementary School Journal, 93(5), 553–574. https://doi.org/10.1086/461740

238

Eccles, J. S., Wigfield, A., & Schiefele, U. (1998). Motivation to succeed. In W. Damon
Series Ed., & N. Eisenberg, handbook of child psychology: Vol. 3. Social,
emotional and personality.
Eccles, J. S., Barber, B. L., Stone, M., & Hunt, J. (2003). Extracurricular activities and
adolescent development. Journal of Social Issues, 59(4), 865–889.
https://doi.org/10.1046/j.0022-4537.2003.00095.x
Elkind, D. (1976). Child development and education: A Piagetian perspective.
Oxford U Press.
Fink, L. D. (2013). Creating significant learning experiences an integrated approach to
designing college courses (2nd ed.). San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.
Flavell, J. H. (1979). Metacognition and cognitive monitoring: A new area of cognitivedevelopment inquiry. American Psychologist, 34(10), 906-911.
Fossey, E., Harvey, C., McDermott, F., & Davidson, L. (2002). Understanding and
Evaluating Qualitative Research. Australian & New Zealand Journal of
Psychiatry, 36(6), 717–732. https://doi.org/10.1046/j.1440-1614.2002.01100.x
Freire, P. (1970). Pedagogy of the oppressed. New York: Herder & Herder
Freire, P. (1998). Teachers as cultural workers: Letters to those who dare to teach.
Boulder, CO: Westview Press.
Gardner, H. (1993). Frames of mind: The theory of multiple intelligences. New York:
Basic.
Giroux, H. (1997). "Cultural Studies and Education as a Performative Practice: Towards
an Introduction," in Henry A Giroux and Patrick Shannon, (Eds.) Education and
cultural studies: Toward a performative practice. New York: Routledge.
Giroux, H. A. (2011). On critical pedagogy. New York: Continuum International
Publishing Group.
Goleman, D., Boyatzis, R. & McKee, A. 2013, Primal leadership: Unleashing the power
of emotional intelligence: Harvard Business Press. Brighton, Massachusetts.
Hafen, C. A., Allen, J. P., Mikami, A. Y., Gregory, A., Hamre, B., & Pianta, R. C.
(2011). The pivotal role of adolescent autonomy in secondary school
classrooms. Journal of Youth and Adolescence; J Youth Adolesc, 41(3), 245-255.
doi:10.1007/s10964-011-9739-2

239

Hatano, G., & Oura, Y. (2003). Commentary: Reconceptualizing school learning using
insight from expertise research. Educational Researcher, 32(8), 26-29.
doi:10.3102/0013189X032008026
Heath, & McLaughlin, M. W. (1994). The best of both worlds: Connecting schools and
community youth organizations for all-day, all-year learning. Educational
Administration Quarterly, 30(3), 278–300.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0013161X94030003004
Hodder, I. (2000), “The interpretation of documents and material culture” in Denzin N.
K. & Lincoln, Y. S. (Eds.), Handbook of qualitative research (2nd ed.), Thousand
Oaks, CA: Sage, pp. 703–715
Hoge, D. R., Smit, E. K., & Hanson, S. L. (1990). School experiences predicting changes
in self-esteem of sixth- and seventh-grade students. Journal of Educational
Psychology, 82(1), 117-127. doi:10.1037/0022-0663.82.1.117
Holec, H. (1981). Autonomy & foreign language learning, Council of Europe modern
languages project education and culture. Strasbourg: Council of Europe.
Holt-Reynolds, D. (2000). What does the teacher do?: Constructivist pedagogies and
prospective teachers’ beliefs about the role of a teacher. Teaching and Teacher
Education. 16. 21–32. 10.1016/S0742-051X(99)00032-3.
Hunt, D. E. (1975). Person-environment fit interaction: A challenge found wanting before
it was tried. Review of Educational Research, 45, 209-230.
Hunter, M. C. (1982). Mastery teaching. Corwin Press Thousand Oaks, CA.
Jang, H., Reeve, J., & Deci, E. L. (2010). Engaging students in learning activities: It is
not autonomy support or structure but autonomy support and structure. Journal of
Educational Psychology, 102(3), 588-600. doi:10.1037/a0019682
Josselson, R. (2013). Interviewing for qualitative inquiry: A relational approach. New
York: Guilford Press.
Klipfel, M. K. (2014). Authentic engagement. Reference services review, 42(2), 229-245.
10.1108/RSR-08-2013-0043
Kreber, K. (2010). Academics’ teacher identities, authenticity and pedagogy, Studies
in Higher Education, 35:2, 171-194, DOI: 10.1080/03075070902953048

Lave, J., & Wenger. E. (1991). Situated learning: Legitimate peripheral participation.
Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press.
Lefcourt. (2000). Locus of control. In Encyclopedia of psychology, Vol. 5 (pp. 68–70).
Oxford University Press. https://doi.org/10.1037/10520-028
240

Lewin, K. (1944). Constructs in field theory. In D. Cartwright (ed.) (1952) Field theory
in social science: Selected theoretical papers by Kurt Lewin. London: Social
Science Paperbacks, pp. 30– 42.
Lewin, K. (1951). Field theory in social science. New York: Harper & Row
Lin, X. (2001). Designing metacognitive activities. Educational Technology Research
and Development, 49(2), 23-40. doi:10.1007/BF02504926
Lincoln, Y. S., & Guba, E. G. (1985). Naturalistic inquiry. Newbury Park, CA: Sage.
Liu, W. C., Wang, C. K., & Ryan, R. M. (2016). Understanding motivation in education:
Theoretical and practical considerations. In W. C. Liu, J. C. K., & R. M.
(Eds.), Building autonomous learners: Perspectives from research and practice
using self-determination theory (pp. 1-7). New York, NY: Springer
Lyotard, J. (1984). The postmodern condition: a report on knowledge, trans.
G. Bennington & B. Massumi, Foreword F. Jameson. Minneapolis: University
of Minnesota Press.
Macleod, J. (2008). Ain't no makin' it: Aspirations and attainment in a low-income
neighborhood, third edition doi:10.1201/9780429495458
Maier, S. F., & Seligman, M. E. (1976). Learned helplessness: Theory and
evidence. Journal of Experimental Psychology: General, 105(1), 3–
46. https://doi.org/10.1037/0096-3445.105.1.3
Marcia, J. E. (1966). Development and validation of ego-identity status. Journal of
Personality and Social Psychology, 3(5), 551 558.
https://doi.org/10.1037/h0023281
Marks, H. M. (2000). Student engagement in instructional activity: Patterns in the
elementary, middle, and high school years. American Educational Research
Journal, 37(1), 153. doi:10.2307/1163475
Martin, A. J. (2009). Age appropriateness and motivation, engagement, and performance
in high school: Effects of age within cohort, grade retention, and delayed school
entry. Journal of Educational Psychology, 101(1), 101-114.
doi:10.1037/a0013100
Martin, J. R. (1976). What should we do with a hidden curriculum when we find
one? Curriculum Inquiry, 6(2), 135-151. doi:10.1080/03626784.1976.11075525
Maslow, A. H. (1943). A theory of human motivation. Psychological Review, 50(4), 370–
396.

241

Mathison, S. (2016). Why triangulate? Educational Researcher, 17(2), 13-17.
doi:10.3102/0013189x017002013
Maxwell, J. A. (2013). Qualitative research design: An interactive approach. Thousand
Oaks, CA: Sage Publications, Inc.
McCombs, B. L., & Miller, L. (2007). Learner-centered classroom practices and
assessments: Maximizing student motivation, learning, and achievement. Corwin
Press.
McCracken, G. D. (1998). The long interview. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications.
McElhaney, K. B., Allen, J. P., Stephenson, J. C., & Hare, A. L.(2009). Attachment and
autonomy during adolescence. In R.M. Lerner & L. Steinberg (Eds.), Handbook
of Adolescent Psychology (2nd ed., pp. 358–403). Hoboken, NJ: Wiley.
McKenzie, K. B., Christman, D. E., Hernandez, F., Fierro, E., Capper, C. A., Dantley,
M., Scheurich, J. J. (2008). From the field: A proposal for educating leaders for
social justice. Educational Administration Quarterly, 44(1), 111-138.
doi:10.1177/0013161x07309470
McLaren, P. (2015). Life in schools: An introduction to critical pedagogy in the
foundations of education. Boulder, Colorado: Paradigm Publishers.
Moradi, B., & Grzanka, P. R. (2017). Using intersectionality responsibly: Toward critical
epistemology, structural analysis, and social justice activism. Journal of
Counseling Psychology, 64(5), 500-513. doi:10.1037/cou0000203
Nowell, L., Norris, J., White, D. and Moules, N., (2017). Thematic analysis.
International Journal of Qualitative Methods, 16(1).
Onwuegbuzie, A. J., & Collins, K. M. T. (2007). A typology of mixed methods sampling
designs in social science research. Qualitative Report, 12(2), 281.
Oura, Y., & Hatano, G. (2001). The constitution of general and specific mental models of
other people. Human Development, 44(2-3), 144-159. doi:10.1159/000057053
Paradise, R., & Rogoff, B. (2009). Side by side: Learning by observing and pitching
in. Ethos, 37(1), 102–138. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1548-1352.2009.01033.x
Patall, E., Dent, A., Oyer, M., & Wynn, S. (2013). Student autonomy and course value:
The unique and cumulative roles of various teacher practices. Motivation and
Emotion, 37(1), 14-32. doi:10.1007/s11031-012-9305-6

242

Piburn, M., Sawada, D., Turley, J., Falconer, K., Benford, R., Bloom, I., et al.
(2000). Reformed teaching observation protocol (RTOP) reference manual.
ACEPT Technical Report No. IN00-3. Tempe: Arizona Board of Regents.
Pintrich, P. (2004). A conceptual framework for assessing motivation and self-regulated
learning in college students. Educational Psychology Review, 16(4), 385-407.
doi:10.1007/s10648-004-0006-x
Prenksy, M. (2001). Digital natives, digital immigrants. On the Horizon, 9(5), 1-6.
https://doi.org/10.1108/10748120110424816
Pressley, M., Levin, J. R., & Ghatala, E. S. (1984). Memory strategy monitoring in adults
and children. Journal of Verbal Learning and Verbal Behavior, 23(2), 270-288.
doi:10.1016/S0022-5371(84)90181-6
Putnam, J., Gunnings-Moton, S., & Sharp, C., (2020). Leadership through
professional learning communities, third edition. New York: McGraw Hill
Education.
Reeve, J., & Jang, H. (2006). What teachers say and do to support students' autonomy
during a learning activity. Journal of Educational Psychology, 98(1), 209218.
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0663.98.1.209
Reeve, J., Nix, G., & Hamm, D. (2003). Testing models of the experience of selfdetermination in intrinsic motivation and the conundrum of choice. Journal of
Educational Psychology, 95(2), 375–392. https://doi.org/10.1037/00220663.95.2.375
Roeser, R. W., Eccles, J. S., & Freedman-Doan, C. (1999). Academic functioning and
mental health in adolescence: Patterns, progressions, and routes from
childhood. Journal of Adolescent Research, 14(2), 135-174.
doi:10.1177/0743558499142002
Rogoff, B. (1990). Apprenticeship in thinking: Cognitive development in social
context. Oxford University Press.
Rogoff, B. (1995). Observing sociocultural activity on three planes: Participatory
appropriation, guided participation, and apprenticeship. In J. V. Wertsch, P. del
Río, & A. Alvarez (Eds.), Sociocultural studies of mind (pp. 139–164).
Cambridge University Press. https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781139174299.008
Rogoff, B. (2003). The cultural nature of human development. Oxford University Press.

243

Rossman, G. B. and Rallis, S. F. (2012) Learning in the field: An introduction to
qualitative research. 3rd Edition, Sage, Los Angeles.
Rotter, J. B. (1960). Some implications of a social learning theory for the prediction of
goal directed behavior from testing procedures. Psychological Review, 67(5),
301–316. https://doi.org/10.1037/h0039601
Rotter, J. B. (1966). Generalized expectancies for internal versus external control of
reinforcement. Psychological Monographs. 80, (1. Whole No. 609)
Rotter, J. B. (1975). Some problems and misconceptions related to the construct of
internal versus external control of reinforcement. Journal of Consulting and
Clinical Psychology. 43, 56-67.
Rubin, H.J. and Rubin, I.S. (2012) Qualitative interviewing: The art of hearing data. 3rd
Edition, Sage Publications, Thousand Oaks.
Ruitenberg, C. W. (2008). Discourse, theatrical performance, agency: The analytical
force of “performativity” in B. Stengel (Ed.), Philosophy of Education
2007 pp.260-268). Urbana, Il: Philosophy of Education Society.
Ryan, R. M., & Deci, E. L. (2004). Autonomy is no illusion: Self-determination theory
and the empirical study of authenticity, awareness, and will. In J. Greenberg, S.
L. Koole, & T. Pyszczynski (Eds.), Handbook of Experimental Existential
Psychology (pp. 449–479). Guilford Press.
Ryan, R. M. & Deci, E. L. (2017). Self-determination theory: Basic psychological needs
in motivation, development, and wellness. New York: Guilford Publishing.
Saldana, J. (2015). The coding manual for qualitative researchers. Thousand Oakes, CA:
Sage.
Sawada, D., Piburn, M., Judson, E., & Turley, J. (2002). Measuring reform practices in
science and mathematics classrooms: The reformed teaching observation
protocol. School Science and Mathematics, 102(6), 245-253. doi:10.1111/j.19498594.2002.tb17883.x
Senge, P. M. (2006). The fifth discipline: The art and practice of the learning
organization. New York: Doubleday/Currency.
Senge, P. M. (2012). Creating schools for the future, not the past for all students. Leader
to Leader, 2012(65), 44-49. doi:10.1002/ltl.20035
Skinner, B. F. (1965). Science and human behavior (No. 92904). Simon and Schuster.

244

Skinner, E. A., & Belmont, M. J. (1993). Motivation in the classroom: Reciprocal effects
of teacher behavior and student engagement across the school year. Journal of
Educational Psychology, 85(4), 571–581. https://doi.org/10.1037/00220663.85.4.571
Skinner, E., Furrer, C., Marchand, G., & Kindermann, T. (2008). Engagement and
disaffection in the classroom: Part of a larger motivational dynamic? Journal of
Educational Psychology, 100(4), 765-781. doi:10.1037/a0012840
Stake, R. E. (1995). The art of case study research. Thousand Oaks: Sage Publications.
Steele, D. F. (2001). Using sociocultural theory to teach mathematics: A Vygotskian
perspective. In School Science and Mathematics. 101(8), (pp.404-415).
Steinberg, L. D., Brown, B. B., & Dornbusch, S. M. (1996). Beyond the classroom : Why
school reform has failed and what parents need to do. New York: Simon &
Schuster.
Sternberg, R. J. (1985). Beyond IQ: A triarchic theory of human intelligence.
Cambridgeshire: Cambridge University Press.
Sternberg, R. J. (1997). The concept of intelligence and its role in lifelong learning and
success. American Psychologist, 52(10), 1030-1037. doi:10.1037/0003066X.52.10.1030
Sternberg, R. J. (2003). Our research program validating the triarchic theory of successful
intelligence: Reply to gottfredson. Intelligence, 31(4), 399-413.
doi:10.1016/S0160-2896(02)00143-5
Sternberg, R. J. (2003). What is an “expert student?”. Educational Researcher, 32(8), 59. doi:10.3102/0013189X032008005
Thompson, C. C. (2011). Absent audiences: Youth identity formation in preparations for
performance. Journal of Language, Identity, and Education, 10(1), 22-40.
doi:10.1080/15348458.2011.539966.
Vallance, E. (1980). The hidden curriculum and qualitative inquiry as states of
mind. Journal of Education, 162(1), 138-151. doi:10.1177/002205748016200110
Van den Berghe, L., Vansteenkiste, M., Cardon, G., Kirk, D., & Haerens, L. (2012).
Research on self-determination in physical education: Key findings and proposals
for future research. Physical Education and Sport Pedagogy, 19(1), 97-121.
doi:10.1080/17408989.2012.732563
Vygotsky, L. S. (1978). Mind in society: The development of higher psychological
processes. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.
245

Vygotsky L. S. & Kozulin, A. (1986). Thought and language. Cambridge, Mass: MIT
Press.
Wallace, T. L., & Sung, H. C. (2017). Student perceptions of autonomy-supportive
instructional interactions in the middle grades.85(3), 425-449.
doi:10.1080/00220973.2016.1182885
Weiss, L., McCarthy, & C., Dimitriadis, G., (Eds.). (2006). Ideology, curriculum, and the
new sociology of education: Revisiting the work of Michael Apple. New York:
Routledge.
Williams, J. D., Wallace, T. L., & Sung, H. C. (2016). Providing choice in middle grade
classrooms: An exploratory study of enactment variability and student
reflection. The Journal of Early Adolescence, 36(4), 527–550.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0272431615570057
Willis, P. E. (1981). Learning to labor: How working class kids get working class jobs.
New York: Columbia University Press.
Winne, P. H., & Azevedo, R. (2014). Metacognition Cambridge University Press.
doi:10.1017/CBO9781139519526.006
Yazan, B. (2015). Three approaches to case study methods in education: Yin, Merriam,
and Stake. Fort Lauderdale: Nova Southeastern University, Inc.
Zebroski, J. T. (1994). Thinking through theory: Vygotskian perspectives on the teaching
of writing. Portsmouth, NH: Heinerman.
Zimmerman, B. J., (2000). Attaining self-regulation: A social cognitive perspective. In
Boekarts, M., Pintrich, P., and Zeidner, M., (eds.). Self-regulation: Theory,
research, applications. Orlando, Florida: Academic Press pp.13-39.

246

Appendix A
Participant Recruitment Letter/ Informed Consent Disclosure

Monday, October 19, 2020
Dear Participant:
My name is Ryan Lafferty, and I am a doctoral candidate currently enrolled in Rowan
University’s Educational Leadership Program. I am conducting a qualitative research study using
a survey to help give context and added meaning to separately conducted teacher interviews.
I am inviting you to take part in this research by completing the attached survey because of your
unique perspective as a middle school teacher. The following survey will require approximately
5 to 10 minutes to complete. Many of the questions are included from a previous larger study
that sampled teacher beliefs regarding learner autonomy across six European countries
(Camilleri, 1999). A few items have been included as well that touch upon the recent response
to the COVID-19 pandemic and the role of student autonomy during distance learning. There is
no compensation for responding and all correspondence will be considered private and
confidential.
Please do not include your name or any other identifying information to help us preserve your
privacy. Responses to this survey along with all findings from my research will be provided to
my dissertation chairperson, Dr. Carol Thompson. If you elect to participate in this project,
please answer all questions as honestly as possible and in a timely manner. Participation is
strictly voluntary and you may refuse to participate at any time.
Thank you for adding your voice and unique insight to this study. Data collected here will
provide useful information regarding teacher perceptions of student autonomy and how it is
being cultivated in the modern classroom. Please note that completion and return of the survey
will indicate your willingness to participate in this study. If you have any other questions or
require additional information, please contact me using the information below.
Sincerely,

D. Ryan Lafferty
Doctoral Candidate
Rowan University
Email: LaffertyD2@Students.Rowan.Edu
Cell: (609) 571-7681
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Rowan University: College of Education

Teacher Perceptions of Middle School Student Autonomy
Informed Consent for Survey
(Expedited Review without identifiers)
I, D. Ryan Lafferty, am inviting you to participate in a research survey entitled “Teacher
Perceptions of Student Autonomy and Academic Achievement”.
I am reaching out to you because your unique role as a middle school teacher offers valuable
insight into this area of study. Please note that in order to participate in this survey, you must be
18 years or older.
The survey may take approximately 10 - 15 minutes to complete. Your participation is entirely
voluntary. If you do not wish to participate in this survey, please do not respond. The number of
subjects to be surveyed in the study will be 9.
The purpose of this research study is to gain a better understanding of teacher perceptions
regarding the concept of promoting student autonomy, student ownership of academic
performance and responsibilities. Data will be collected on a volunteer basis from thirty
participants using the following survey instrument. Completing this survey indicates that you are
voluntarily giving consent to participate in the survey.
There is no intended risk or discomfort associated with this survey. Although there may be no
direct tangible benefit to you, your participation in this study may help me to understand how
teachers are fostering autonomy within their students and the reasoning behind those methods.
Every effort will be made to keep your response confidential. I will store the data in a secured
computer file and this file will be destroyed once the data has been published. Any part of this
research that is published as part of this study will not include any identifiable individual
information. If you have any questions about the survey, you can contact me, Ryan Lafferty, at
the email address or phone number provided below. Please note that no personally identifiable
information is required.

D. Ryan Lafferty
Doctoral Candidate
Rowan University
Email: LaffertyD2@Students.Rowan.Edu
Cell: (609)571-7681
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Appendix B
Survey Instrument Protocol Questions
Survey Questions
Instructions: Please select the answer that best reflects your opinion. Each question
includes a comment box to add any additional information or explanation that you would
like to offer (it is not expected that you comment on each item, but feel free to add
information as you wish).
Biographical Information:
1. How many years have you been teaching?
a. 0-4 (Non-tenured)
b. 5-10
c. 10-15
d. 15+

Comment:
2. What content area do you teach?
a. English Language Arts
b. Math
c. Science
d. Global Studies
e. Other, Please specify
Other:

Comment:
General Impressions:
3. Please indicate how you feel regarding student autonomy.
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I feel that student autonomy (student ownership of academic responsibility and scholastic
performances) is _________.
a. very important
b. important
c. somewhat important
d. neutral, neither important nor unimportant
e. somewhat important
f.

important

g. not very important
Comment:
4. How important do you think your colleagues feel autonomy is for their students?
My colleagues feel that student autonomy (student ownership of academic success) is _____
a. very important
b. important
c. somewhat important
d. neutral, neither important nor unimportant
e. somewhat important
f.

important

g. not very important
Comment:
For the following questions (5-16) Select the answer choice that best represents how you
feel in response to each statement:
5. Students who work independently toward their own academic success are more successful
than students that do not.
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a. Strongly agree
b. Agree
c. Somewhat agree
d. Neutral, neither agree nor disagree
e. Somewhat disagree
f.

Disagree

g. Strongly Disagree
Comment:
6. Students who take ownership of their learning follow up on missed assignments.
a. Strongly agree
b. Agree
c. Somewhat agree
d. Neutral, neither agree nor disagree
e. Somewhat disagree
f.

Disagree

g. Strongly Disagree
Comment:
7. Students who take ownership of their learning ask for extra help when struggling with a
concept in class.
a. Strongly agree
b. Agree
c. Somewhat agree
d. Neutral, neither agree nor disagree
e. Somewhat disagree
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f.

Disagree

g. Strongly Disagree
Comment:
8. Students who take ownership of their learning keep up with missed work if out of school.
a. Strongly agree
b. Agree
c. Somewhat agree
d. Neutral, neither agree nor disagree
e. Somewhat disagree
f.

Disagree

g. Strongly Disagree
Comment:
9. Students who take ownership of their learning own up to making mistakes.
a. Strongly agree
b. Agree
c. Somewhat agree
d. Neutral, neither agree nor disagree
e. Somewhat disagree
f.

Disagree

g. Strongly Disagree
Comment:
10. Students who take ownership of their learning come to the teacher with a plan if missing
work/ assignments.
a. Strongly agree
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b. Agree
c. Somewhat agree
d. Neutral, neither agree nor disagree
e. Somewhat disagree
f.

Disagree

g. Strongly Disagree
Comment:
11. I reward student autonomy using extrinsic rewards (treats, stickers, stamps, prizes, awards
etc.)
a. Always
b. Often
c. Sometimes
d. Rarely
e. Never
Comment:
12. I reward student autonomy using intrinsic rewards (opportunities to succeed, specific praise,
uplifting motivation/ empowering speech).
a. Always
b. Often
c. Sometimes
d. Rarely
e. Never
Comment:
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13. Students that take ownership of their learning use organization tools like agenda books, day
planners etc.
a. Strongly agree
b. Agree
c. Neutral, neither agree nor disagree
d. Disagree
e. Strongly Disagree
Comment:
14. Students who take ownership of their learning set aside separate time to study each night to
study/ complete homework.
a. Strongly agree
b. Agree
c. Neutral, neither agree nor disagree
d. Disagree
e. Strongly Disagree
Comment:
15. Parents of my students actively support student autonomy.
a. Strongly agree
b. Agree
c. Neutral, neither agree nor disagree
d. Disagree
e. Strongly Disagree
Comment:
16. My school has policies that promote student autonomy.
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a. Strongly agree
b. Agree
c. Neutral, neither agree nor disagree
d. Disagree
e. Strongly Disagree
Comment:
Ideal Student Autonomy: For questions 17 through 25, please indicate how important you feel
each element of student autonomy is in your classroom. The items (marked with *) are adapted
from a separate study, entitled, “Learner Autonomy: The Teacher’s Views” (Camilleri, 1999).
0
1
2
3
4

Not at all
Little
Partly
Much
Very Much

17. How much should the learner be involved in the decisions of classroom management? *
a. when choosing seating arrangements or partners
0
1
2
3

4

b. when establishing rules deciding agreed upon consequences
0
1
2
3
4
Comment:
18. How much should the learner be encouraged to find his or her own explanations*
a. for classroom tasks (routines and procedures)?
0
1
2
3
4

b. for methods for solving problems (content/ skills)
0
1
2
3
Comment:
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4

19. How much should the learner be encouraged to assess himself or herself, rather than be
tested?*
a. Weekly
0
1
2
3
4

b. B. Monthly
0

1

2

3

4

Comment:
20. How much should the learner be involved in decisions on the choice of learning tasks? *
0
1
2
3
4
Comment:
21. How much should the learner be involved in selecting materials? *
0

1

2

3

4

Comment:
22. How much should the learner be involved in meeting deadlines for assignments? *
0
1
2
3
4
Comment:
23. How much should the learner be involved in communicating needs? *
a. Physical
0

1

2

3

4

0

1

2

3

4

0

1

2

3

4

b. Emotional

c. Academically

Comment:
24. How much should the learner be involved in constructing personal meaning within the
curriculum?*
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0

1

2

3

4

Comment:
25. How much should the learner be involved in establishing the objectives of the course?*
0
1
2
3
4
Comment:
Open-Ended Response:
Directions: Please enter your response to the question below using the space provided.
26. What methods do you use in your classroom to cultivate student autonomy (independent
student ownership of scholarly responsibilities and academic performance)?
27. Why did you choose to use this method specifically?

Student Autonomy During COVID-19 Remote Instruction/ Distance Learning:
Directions: For items 28 – 33 please select the option that best reflects your perspective
regarding student autonomy during the recent pandemic during the Spring 2020 semester.
28. How important do you feel student autonomy was during remote instruction in the spring of
2020?
a. very important
b. important
c. somewhat important
d. neutral, neither important nor unimportant
e. somewhat important
f.

important

g. not very important
29. Do you feel that students with higher levels of student autonomy were more successful
learning at home away from the classroom.
a. Yes, in almost all cases
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b. Yes, in most cases
c. Yes, for about half of the cases
d. neutral, no observation noted
e. No, not for most
f.

No, not for any

30. Do you feel that the existing strategies that you used to build student autonomy in the
classroom were beneficial when the instructional model flipped to distance/ hybrid learning?
31. How was student motivation impacted by the shift to distance learning, if impacted at all?
a. Student motivation substantially increased
b. Student motivation somewhat increased
c. There was no change in student motivation
d. Student motivation somewhat decreased
e. Student motivation substantially decreased
Open-ended response:
32. What were the most useful methods that you used to reach students through at home
instruction during the Spring of 2020?
Open-ended response:
33. What were your biggest hurdles during this time?
Open-ended response:
34. If you were to give advice to a new teacher about distance/ hybrid learning, what would be
the one thing you would share?
Open-ended response:
35. Were there any differences in your approach or instructional strategy between the spring of
2020 and the fall of 2020? If so, what was different this time around?
Open-ended response:
36. How would you describe student autonomy in the fall of 2020 when compared to the
previous spring semester?
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Appendix C
Interview Inventory Protocol Questions
February 4, 2021

Research Question: “What is the experience of teachers taking part in a professional
learning community focusing on student autonomy within one school in the mid-Atlantic
region of the United States, specifically during COVID-19?
Sub questions:
•

What methods do the middle school teachers in this PLC use to foster autonomy?

•

What is the rationale supporting the teacher’s choices when choosing methods for
building autonomy? Which pedagogical theories are represented by these
choices?

•

How do teachers motivate students to be autonomous?

•

How has COVID-19 and remote instruction impacted student autonomy?

Instrument Protocol:
Professional Learning Community Post Interview
PLC Follow Up Questions:
1. How would you describe your overall experience while taking part in this professional
learning community?
a. How do you feel that it may have been beneficial?
i. If so, then, in what ways, specifically?
ii. If not, then, what were your concerns if any?
b. Would you recommend any changes to the way the PLC was conducted?
i. Any specific recommendations if I were to do this again?
2. Were there any topics that you wished were discussed in these sessions?
a. How do you feel these topics would have added to the discussion?

Questions Regarding Student Autonomy in the Time of COVID-19.
The following questions are included to offer participants a moment of reflection
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3. The outbreak of the novel coronavirus COVID-19 has caused a significant shift in how
learning is taking place. What has it been like for you, the teacher, during this time?
a. Are there differences between last fall and this school year?
b. How do you feel that your students are managing autonomy issues in this situation?
Are there autonomy supports available now that were not available before the
pandemic?
c. How would you describe student motivation during distance learning?
d. How has this event influenced student autonomy within your classes?
i. What has changed? What remains the same? Were there changes between
fall and spring?
e. How have these circumstances influenced your thinking regarding student autonomy?
f. Has the PLC had any impact on your choices when it comes to implementing
autonomy-supportive methods? If so, how?
g. Were there any additional methods or techniques (silver lining items as we discussed
them in the PLC) that you have considered since we last met?
i. What were some strategies that that you are considering keeping even under
traditional teaching conditions?
h. What is a possible take away or lesson to be learned from this unusual time in
education?
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Appendix D
PLC Timeline/ Weekly Plan Outline
I.

Timeline/ Weekly Outline for PLC
The Professional Learning Community: Student Autonomy

Important Note: The format of the PLC must remain flexible and be able to adapt to the needs
of the researcher as topics emerge or the study environment changes. The modules below can
and will be revised as changing circumstances emerge. The PLC must adapt to follow where
the research takes the discussion and requirements may shift to meet additional/ unforeseen
demands.
The following is an outline of the professional learning community that is intended to be
used in this case study. This six-week PLC consists of nine middle school teachers and the
researcher who will act as a facilitator throughout the process. This format is intended to benefit
the participants as well as the researcher by offering an opportunity to take part in a collaborative
collegial environment where professionals can share their expertise and build upon mutual best
practices. Here, teachers can work together to tie pedagogical theory to instructional practices and
reflect upon how they are fostering student autonomy in their classrooms.
Each week will follow the stages outlined in Putnam, Gunnings-Motom, & Sharp’s (2020)
process. Their five stages have been adapted from a format originally designed to implement a
PLC to address harassment, intimidation, and bullying (HIB) amongst colleagues in a work
environment. This has been revised to serve as a format for the discussion of teacher methods and
reasoning when cultivating student autonomy in middle school.
Stages - Putnam, Gunnings-Motom, & Sharp’s (2020) stages have been modified to include the
following for this case study: Stage I - Beginnings, Stage II - Establishing Expectations, Stage III
- Identifying means/ methods of fostering autonomy, Stage IV - Supporting/expanding the role of
the PLC, and Stage V - Transitioning/ closing the PLC.
Before the initial meeting: Teachers take a pre-survey before the first meeting to serve as a
baseline for subsequent discussion and responses. Survey results will be reviewed before the first
meeting. (See survey instrument Appendix B).
Google Classroom: A Google classroom has been established as a platform to keep the
participant responses organized. Each subject has been added to this private online environment
using a secure invitation code. Here teachers can post document artifacts such as lesson plans,
journal entries, classroom rules and expectations, etc. Note: Google classroom is an
institutionally operated platform that meets IRP standards for protecting data and participant
confidentiality.

261

Each week a Discussion Question will be posted four days in advance of the next meeting.
Participants are asked to respond to each question on Google classroom in detail. They are asked
to read over the responses of each participant and are encouraged to respond/ react to their peers’
posts. These responses will be a touchstone for our discussion in the upcoming meeting and will
be used by the moderator to guide the discussion. This is intended to allow an introduction to the
complex ideas that will be discussed while providing time for more analytical discourse to take
place during the meeting, giving the teachers time to mull over the question before speaking
about it together as a PLC.
Recorded audio of each meeting will be transcribed using the otter.ai transcription tool. Memos
written to the file will be completed after each session based on recordings, transcripts, and field
notes capturing the essence of notable events/ encapsulating, occurrences, and emerging themes.
Transcripts will be coded after the meetings using thematic analysis (Saldana, 2015) and
deductive coding (Braun & Clarke, 2006) using central lenses identified in the review of the
literature in chapter two of this study.
Stage I
Beginnings: This session is intended to offer the opportunity to explore individuals’ goals and
impressions of student autonomy and establishing, culminating in a shared vision for this process
as well as the culture of the professional work environment and classroom cultures.
Week 1: Pre-survey, Intro to PLC, Open Teacher impressions of
Autonomy (Discussion)
Introduce PLC process and expectations.
Open forum for discussing student autonomy with minimal guiding questions. Borrowed from my
original Interview protocol (Loosely structured):
Work with group to establish common goals using the four pillars of PLC (DuFour, DuFour, &
Eaker, 2012)
• Impetus for PLC: Why do we (as a PLC) exist?
• What do we hope to become?
• What commitments must we make to improve our ability or fulfill our purpose (how can
we put this to use)?
• What goals will we use to monitor our progress and report our observations?
Common goals should be strategic & specific, measurable, attainable, results-oriented, timebound (DuFour, DuFour, & Eaker, 2012).
Lead Questions (previously from interview protocol):
1. Personal Definition: When we discuss student autonomy, what does it mean to you for a
student to take ownership of his or her academic responsibilities and performance?
a. How might one take ownership of his or her education?
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b. What does this look like specifically for a student in middle school?
c. How important do you feel this is in the middle school setting?
2. Grade-level Challenges: In your opinion, what are the biggest challenges or struggles that
students face when transitioning into the middle school environment?
3. Benefits of SA in Middle School? How might student autonomy as you understand it, benefit
middle school students specifically? Are there any drawbacks?
Stage II
Establishing Expectations. This stage provides a systematic/ public means for setting
expectations. Reaffirms purpose of the PLC and members’ expectations. This stage is intended to
help create a process in order to identify troubled areas when cultivating student autonomy.
Week2: Establishing Expectations & Overview
Pre-Meeting Discussion Question: What do you hope to gain from this experience? What are
some possible ground rules for our discussions? Is there anything that you (as a teacher
participant) wish to establish upon entering the discussion?
Group Discussion/ Exploration of Pre-meeting D.Q. responses.
Address Teacher Participants’ Expectations:
PLC Expectations - The format for PLC meetings introduced (after the first, less-formal,
introductory meeting.
An introduction to the research on Student Autonomy (My expectations as
researcher/facilitator) - A brief overview of the material from the literature review intended to
set the stage for the weeks to follow.
Stage III
Identifying means/ methods of fostering autonomy. This stage is essential to the development
of the PLC culture. Use previously identified methods for cultivating student autonomy,
integrating them into daily practices within lessons. This stage will allow the teachers to try out
some of the methods discussed and share experiences with previous attempts at fostering student
autonomy.
Week3: Teachers’ views on autonomy and self-identified strategies/ rationale (leading into/ tied
to an introduction to recommendations from the review of the literature)
Pre-Meeting Discussion Question: What practices or strategies do you currently use to promote
autonomy within your students?
a. Why have you chosen this strategy or practice in particular?
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b. What factors aided in the decision to use this strategy? (Might any of your colleagues use
this technique? What reasons might they give?)
c. What are any possible short-term impacts of this practice or strategy? Long term?
d. What are some downsides to these practices or strategies?
Follow Up Discussion Questions (During the Meeting) - Items adapted from survey, Learner
Autonomy: The Teacher’s Views (Camilleri, 1999):
a.
What ways do you feel your students have choices or opportunities to add input when
selecting learning tasks?
b.
How might they contribute when choosing tasks to perform or help in determining how to
show learning outcomes?
c.
What ways do you provide opportunities for your students to influence classroom
management?* (Rules and sanctions determining acceptable and unacceptable conduct).
Consequences?
d.
In what ways are your students able to help in selecting course materials?* (Either anchor
texts or supplemental materials) How might they (students) influence what materials are used in
your class?
e.
If they do not currently, what ways might you consider this? How might you implement
or expand student choice?
f.
In what ways can your students be expected to find explanations to classroom tasks
(routines and procedures) on their own?
g.
How much are your students expected to find out learning processes by themselves?
(Explore or investigate methods before asking for assistance/explanation? What methods do you
use to do this?
h.
How likely might you be to use self-assessments for your students as an alternative to
traditional testing? (Checking themselves for mastery rather than using a formal summative
evaluation using traditional measures). What methods might you use to self-assess?
Tying in strategies recommended in research: Autonomy-supportive practices (instructional
slides)
• Teacher Actions
• Teacher Reactions
• Hallmarks of Autonomy-Supportive Environments
Motivational Theories:
• Stage-Environment Fit (Eccles et al, 1993)
• Self-Determination Theory (SDT), (Deci & Ryan, 2000)
Stage IV
Supporting/expanding the role of the PLC. This stage incorporates feedback, sharing, and
mutual support for participants applying the concepts discussed in the previous week’s session.
Teachers will be working together to interpret results.
Week4: Results after applying methods - Following up on thoughts and results of first
attempts/ analyses of trying out practices over the week.
Pre-Meeting Discussion Question: What strategies did you try to implement over this last
week?
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Reflect upon how it went: What seemed to be positive? Negative?
What might you have already been doing that falls into the category of “autonomy-supportive”
teaching that you might not have considered before? Did you modify your strategies in any way?
How do you feel it went? What might you consider next time?
Breakout Rooms & Group Discussion: This D.Q. will be used as the conversation starter
where participants will split off into breakout rooms and then we will regroup during the meeting
and share.
Introduce (Slides & Guided Noted):
Adaptive Expertise (Oura & Hatano, 2001)
Expertise (Alexander, 2003, 2007; Sternberg, 2003)
Self-Efficacy (Bandura, 1991, 1997)
Discussion of how the initial attempts might reveal elements that fit with this meeting’s
exploration of key topics.
Week5: Results of Second Attempt - Following up on teacher’s experience after implementing
changes/ new approaches and looking for examples of the phenomena are discussed in the
session.
Stage V
Transitioning/ Closing the PLC: Reflecting/ taking inventory of effective strategies and
personal/ professional development.
Week 6: Discussion of overcoming resistance to student autonomy. Reflection on implementing
what we’ve learned. Establishing opportunities for subjects to continue collaboration beyond the
PLC. Closing thoughts and individual sentiments in anticipation or future applications.
Pre-Meeting Discussion Question: Autonomy Resistance - What ways have you found students
resist autonomy? Why do you think some students avoid taking on this skill set/ mindset? What
methods do you use to bring them onboard?
Post PLC interviews: Qualitative semi-structured interviews to take place upon the conclusion
of PLC meetings to explore the experiences of each teacher/ participant (See interview protocol,
Appendix B)
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Appendix E
Pre-PLC Qualtrics Survey Report
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